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Prologue 



It is not fil'mn'iili yon .-./f rt; 'a-'h! <i| i/onr iomjmter on :l '^ntiirony wiiiih-,' >,y< 
nn email like this: 

From; Ahd_businessman{ag mail .com Sent: 12/28/2005 11.40 p.m. 
To: info@chetanbhagat.com 
Subject: A final note 

Dear Chetan 

This email is a combined suicide note and a confession letter. I have let people down 
and have no reason to live. You don't know me. I'm an ordinary boy In Ahmedabad who 
read your books. And somehow 1 felt I could write to you after that, I can't really tell 
anyone what I am doing to myself - which Is taking a sleeping pill everytime I end a 
sentence - so I thought I would tell you. 

( kept mi/ coffee cup ihwn ami coiiulcel. i-ioe full stops already 



My suicide is not a sentimental decision. As many around me know, I am a 
good businessman because 1 have little emotion. This is no knee-jerk reaction. I 
waited over three years, watched Ish's silent face everyday. But after he refused my 
offer yesterday, I had no choice left. 

I have no regrets either. Maybe I'd have wanted to talk to Vidya once more - 
but that doesn't seem like such a good idea right now. 

Sorry to bother you with this. But I feit like I had to tell someone. You have 
ways to improve as an author but you do write decent books. Have a nice weekend. 

Regards 

17, IS, 19. Somewhere, in Ahmedabad a young 'ordinary' boy had popped 
nineteen sleeping t '.'j' /' \- nelitie i\ii>ing on! o nt.tii to me )<:!, lu e\pcclcd mc to Inroe a 
nke weekend. Tile coffee refined to go down my throat. I broke into a cold sweat. 

'One, you wake tip lute. Two. lion giant •jonr^etf in fro.nl t<f the computer fii:~l 
thing in Hie morning. Are unit even amnre Hint won linoe si ft/mil;:?' Anu-lin -nitl. 
Ill case it isn't ohvii'u< enough ironi the aiiiiiontniine ton,'. Aimsha is my wife. 

I hud promise-.' to -;o fnnttlnre eitonying n::lh Iter - ii promise llmt ions made 
ten weekends ago. 

She look "ii/ coffee mug awa\/ nun tigglcd lite fael of m\i chair. 1 VI' need 
dining chairs. Hen. yen look nvi-ried?' •■lie ~nni. 

I pointed to tlie monitor. 



' businessman ' '.-III' :.r J . / -7 S •■hi' finished reading illi' mail. S/l(' lool':,i pri'lill 

shaken up too. 

And it is from Alimedabad,' I said, 'that is all we know.' "Yait sure this is 
mil?' she said, a quiver in her voice. ' Ihis is no! spam,' I said. II is addressed lii 

Mi/ nii/i' pulled ii •(( :ui;('i(. i' guess we )V;«'(l/ ijl'l'l,'' cw/fi.' L'.vfrn 

'Thiol:,' shl' sii/ri. 1 VV'l'l' ^li/ Ii 1 It I s^un-i'iii' I ii iTi 1 . i (r- parents maybe.' 

'How? I don't know where the hell it came from,' 1 said, And who do we 
know i» Alimedabad?' 

'We met in Alimedabad, remember?' Anusha said. A pointless statement, I 
thought. Yes, we'd been classmates at UM-A years ago. 'So?' 

'Call the institute. Prof Basant or someone,' she sniffed and left Hie room. 
'Oh HO, the daal is huming.' 

There are advantage* ill having a wife smaller llnm i/oti. I could never be a 
detective, 

I searched the institute numbers on the Internet and called. An operator 
ton netted me to Pro! i'n^uil' .• residenee. I elieiked the time. '10.0(1 a.m. in Singapore, 
730 a. Ill, ill India. It is a had idea to mess with a ]-rofi:iiii/ in the meaning. 

'Hello?' ii sleepy vc-iee hi; si iv i i'ii r . ,' lad to he the. prof. 

'ProfBasnnt, Hi, Tin-, is Chetan Bhagat railing. Your old student, remember?' 
'Who?' he said with a clear lack of curiosity in his voice. Bad start. 
I told him about the course he took for us, and how we had voted him the 
friendliest professor in I lie campus, flat tori/ didn't help much either. 

'Oh that Chela n Bliagat.' he sniil. like lie kue-.o a million of them. You are a 

writer naio.no?' 

'Ytusin'ItMd, \tftatotiA' 

'So why are you writing hooks?' 

'Tough question, sir,' I stalled. 

'Ok, a simple one. Wliy are you calling me so early on a Saturday?' 
I told him inlii/ and Awarded I lie email to him. 
'No name, eh?' he said as lie read the mail. 

'He could be in a hospital somewhere in Alimedabad. He would have just 
checked in. Mayhe he is dead. Or maybe lie is at homo and this ioas a hoa.\.' I said. 

I was blabbering. I wanted help - for the hoy and me. The prof had asked a 
good quesiiou. i tin: hell did I unite hooks - to get into this? 

'We can check hospitals,' Prof said. 'I can ask a few students. But a name 
surely helps. Hey wait, this hoy has a Cmail account, maybe he is on Orkut as 

'Or-irhar?' I if.' is tough when yon are always talking to people smarter tlian 



' Vol I art 1 so on I of ton eh, Chela u. Orkttt i~ a ioorki ng si f c 1 - CnwiJ nsi'fs 
sign up (here, If he is o Hiewfier nn J u'c ore lucfcy, ioc can diecKiis profile.' 

I heard him clicking 1 cys and sal /i,.7i;iv pui/ n<i'Ji PC I /iiJii insf reached III,: 
Orkut site when i-'rof ['.Vt/iiONL 1 !/. .-Will. ,-1 /.'inl 1 ! ni Tilt'Ji' is a 

brief profile lieie. ('/:<' naii.v pk/i/ G. P.Jlr/. Interests aiv cricket, f'rismi'ss, 

imitlienmlii's and friends. I 'eesn I seem /lie /.v nn'f t 'iL'ii iiorJi though.' 

'What are you talking about Pro/ Basant? J looke up in fl suicide naie, 

U'rittat t'.Vt fHS/T'L'f 1/ ft' Hit'. Nt'iO '"V tclllU^ IIIC llf'Olli IlIS III i|'('|'l'S. C,1H 1/01/ 

Mpnuor..: 

A pause, fhen, 7 :oif/ get ^mit' students. \Ve ;ei(( scnrr/i /or a m'io young 
piilionl called G. P.iJl'/. jJofiYrV:! i7' ■deeping fill tnv/'iM'-A 1 . I Vi' ri'/W i/oji i/ <<v 
/iji.f any tiling, ok? 

'Yes, sir,' I said, breathing crop,: it;/ after a /oiig fime. 

'Ami Julio is AdPi.Hhji? Vi'ji ^'iii/s bunked nr./ classes for dates unit Hon- forget 
'She- is fine, sir.' 

'Good, I always felt sin: was smarter than i/oii. Aui/n-ay. let's find yunr buy.' 

Besides furniture shopping, I had to finish an office presentation. My boss. 
Michel ■ boss irns due from New )'ork. Hoping lo impress him Micliel asked me 
to make a presentation of the group, with fifty charts. For three consecutive 
nights last week I had n : orked mi id l;i>(l a.m.. hul had got leu ouh/ halfway. 

' litis is ,/ suggestion. 'Jon ': take it the wrong ieui/. bid do consider inking n 
bath.' my wife said. 

I looked al her. 

'Just an option,' she said. 

I think she is overcautious sometimes. I don't bite hack. 
'Yes, yes. I mill,' I said and -tared al the computer again. 

Thoughts darted through my bead. Should I call some hospitals myself? 
What if Prof Basant dozed off again? Wliat if he could not collect the 
students? IVIial if G. Pal, .7 was dead? And why am I beci'imug so involved 

I look a reluctant slicaoer. i opened the office ]ircscnlalic,n, bill found myself 
unable to type a single word. 

I refused hreukfas! iliougii regretted it moments inter - its hunger iind an.ueiu 
did not go well together. 

My phone rang at 1.33 p.m. 

'Hello,' Prof Rnsaiit's i-oice was unmistakable. 'I \'e have a match al Civil Hospital. 
His mime is Gooind I'aiet, toeeuly-fee-e nears of age. A second-i/ear student of nunc 

^ -And?' 



'And he is alroe. Hut tivji'I (n.'l\ / iv» d> li. 1 '-. family. Musi he in shack.' 

"What are the doctors saying?' I said. 

'Nothing. Il is a gnvritmcitl liospilai. I Vi'iiil i/rrn aped * .-Ij.-yrriii/. ffiev ii'i// 
//»>/) /«.'> sioniiidi irjd/ -iij.i 1 /ifdj .'iiunl 1 . ,' ii'i'rr'J , l ■ : i ri- 1; loo miiJi Diiif. l Vj.'/ i/.-i ri student 

to check again in tlic evening. ' 

'!!«) :r.''r!il [-■ ■■l: l ci.i ' ! Wlflf happened?' 

All that I don't know. Listen, don't get too imvlued. India is it I'ijj countn/. 
these tilings happen all the time. the more \fou probe, the more the chances of the 
police harassing you. ' 

Next, I called the Civil Hospital. However, lite operator did net know about lite 
ease ami llteie wa~ iw faciliP/ to !iau:f r the tine to the ward either. 

Anusha, too. was relieved thai the Ivy tens safe, .vie then announced Ihe plan for 
the d.m - the dining chair hunt. It would h gin at Iketi on Alexandra Head. 

We reached iken tit mound three 11' dock and browsed Hiivugli the spaee-snoiug 
dining set-. One dining table eonhl fold four limes over and become a coffee table - 

'1 wont to know what happened to the tioeuln-livc-i/car-old businessman,' I 

muttered. 

• You will find out eventually. Let him recover. Must be one of those crazy reasons of 
youth - rejection in love, low marks or dings.' I stayed silent. 

'C'nwn, lie nisi emailed you. 1 our If is on your hook carer. )'ou really don't need 
to gel involved. Should ire bike -i\ or eight''' 'die mei'ed towards an oak-wood set. 

I protested that ire rnrehi h.ad so maim ■cue-As at home, i'i.i chairs would be 

'The marginal i ayin. il n ntilisiithai ol the t\oo chairs mould be less than ten 

'You men are tea-t heltdul. she to-sea hack and then selected sit chairs. 
My mind strayed back to the businessman. 

Yes, even/one was right. I shouldn't gel involved. But yet. of all the people 
in the world, tins boy had seal me his Inst words. I couldn't help but get involved. 
We ate lunch in the food court next to Ikea. 

'I have to go,' I told m\i wife a-.. I planed with m\i lemon rice. 'Where? To 
the office. Ok, you are a free man now. I did my shopping.' my wife said. 

'No. I want to go to Ahniedabad. I want to meet Govind Pate!.' I did not 
meet here\/e. i\lu\/hc i was sounding crazy. 

1 think it is onh/ in m:/ generation that Indian women started slamming 
tlieir husbands, 

'My mind keeps going hack,' I said. 

'What about your presentation? Michel will kill you.' 



'/ know. He won't gel promoted unless he impresses his boss.' My wife 
finifa'if nf mi 1 . My face was argument enough. She knew I would net talk sense until I 
lad met the boy. 

'Well, there is only one direct flight at 6 p.m. today. You can check the 
It eke Is.' 5 Id' dialled lis*- ■vj.-jm/viv Airlines number and, handed me ihe phone. 

1 entered the room the nurses had led me to. The eerie silence and tlw 
d-.irkuess made m\/ footsteps sound loud, hen different instruments beeped mid I..LU 
lights tinkered nl regular intervals. Cnhles from the instruments disappeared into 
the man I had travelled thousands ef miles lo sec - Covind Patel, 

I noticed the curly hair first. He hnd a wheatish complexion and bushy 
eyebrows. His thin lips had turned dry because of Ihe medicines. 

'Hi, Cltetan Bhagat ... the writer you wrote to.' I mid. unsure if he could 
place me. 

'O ... How did ... you find mo?' ho said, finding it difficult to speak. 
'Destined to, I guess, ' 1 said. 

I shook hands and sat down. His mother came into the room. She looked so 
sleep deprived, she could use n sloe piny pill herself. I greeted her us she Welti out to 
get tea. 

I looked at the hoy again, t hud two instant urges - one. lo ask turn whal 
ha/ipeued and two, to ship him, 

'Don't look at mo like thai, he said, shifting m his bed. 'you must iy angry. 
Sorry, I shouhl not liuoc -cnHou that mail.' 

'Forget the mad. i on should not iioT'c done whal you did.' 

He sighed. He took a hard look at me and then turned his gaze sideways. 

'I htwe no regrets, he said. 

'Shut up. I'here is nothing heroic in tlu~. Cowards pop pills. Vi'ii would 
haoe dime the sumo, ifi/on were in my place.' I V!i\i? '■ Vlmt happened In you?' 

'It doesn't matter! 

We fell silent as his mother returned with tea. A nurse came in and told his 
mother to go liome hul she refused to budge, rinailir ttie doctor tiad lo iutenvue. 
She left at 11.30 p.m. I stayed in Ihe room, promising the doctor I would 

'So, tell me your •ton/.' t said, once we wore alone. 

'Why? What can you do about it? You can't change oehut happened,' In 

'You don't just listen to stories to change Ihe pas). Sometimes, it is 
important to know what happened.' 

7 am a businessman. To me, people only do thing- out of -elf interest. 
1 Willi's in it for \)on? .And why should I iru-tc my time toiling you run/thing?' 



I stared ill the sofl-slinnai fao: llial iii/i ~urli Imrri'iii'^ inside. ' f> l'ljj (( Str J will 

want to tell others, 1 I said. There, rtai was my incentive. 

And why would anyone air?? Mi/ ■if on/ r? Hfii Iremh/ or se.\y i/Jic fie /17s 
and ca/l cmlres.' 

He remoi'i'if (Hi' .piff eoverni^ dir-l. Tffr healer and our eonversation 

'1 tliinktlwy will care,' I said, 'a young person tried to kill himself. Thai does not 
seemrignl.' 

'No one gives a fuck about me. ' 

I tried, but found it difficult to be patient. I considered slapping him again. 

'Listen.' 1 said, pitching my voice to the maximum allowed in a hospital. 
1 You chose la send your last mail to me. Thai means at a certain level you 
trusted me. I located you and flew out within hours of your mail. You still 
question if i care? And now this cocky attitude, this arrogance is part of your 
business? Can't you talk to me like a friend? Do you even know what a friend is?' 

A nurse came peeking into the room on hearing my loud voice. We became 
quiet. Thr duck showed midnight. 

He sat then- stunned. Lsen/onc luul Miiii'n/ nicely ici.'/i liiiu today. I stood 
up and turned aioay fnnu him, 

7 know what a friend is.' he said at last. 

I sat down next io him, 

T do know what a friend is. Heeuuse I had two. Ihe best ones in the world.' 



One 



India us South Africa 
4th ODl, Vadodm 
17 March 2000 
Over 45 

■Why the fuck did you have la move?' Ishaan's scream drowned out the 
stadium din on the TV. 1 had shifted up to a sofa from the floor. 

"Huh?' 1 said. We were in Ishaan's house — Ishaan, Omi and I. Ishaa.n's nuini 
liar] brought in lea and khakra for us. 'It is more comfortable to snack on the 
sofa. That is why 1 moved.' 

"Tendulkar's gone. Fuck, now at This stage. Omi, don't you dare move now. 
Nobody moves for the next five overs.' 

I looked at the TV. We were (-basing 2H3 lo win. India's scare a ball af.ii was 
25b i alter forty five ovi.ts. Twenty stn/n runs in live avers, iviih i-ighl wit litis lo 
spare and Tendulkar on the crease. A Cakewalk. The odds were still in India's 
favour, but Tendulkar was out. And that explained the frowns on Ishaan's 

The khakra's crispy, Omi said. Ishaan glared hit Onii. chidinj; him for his 

The crowd dapped as Tendulkar made his exit, Jadeja came lo the crease and 
added six man- runs. End of forty -six overs. India 20*2/3. Twcnly-unc more runs 
lo win in four overs, with seven wickets in hand. 

Over 46 

'He made 122, The guy did his Job. Just a few Tina! closing shots left. Why are 
van ^c!iin« so worked up?' I asked (iurins a cum menial break. 1 reached for my 
lea cup. bill Ishaan signalled me to leave it alone. We were not going Co indulge 
uniil Ihr- fair of the tnau-h was derided. Ishiiau w/,f, pissed with lis anyway. The 
ma I eli was in Vadodra. jusl two hours away Irani Abmedahad. But we could not 
go - one, because we didn't have money, and two, because l had my 
correspondence exams in two days. Of course, I had wasted the whole day 
watching the match on TV instead, so reason number two did not really hold 
much weight. 

II is 5.25 runs required per over,' i said, nol able io resist doing a 
maths in it. 

aeil is I" 1 h .I , In I i ei Ink s :n ■■ e .ikilll < . ii l.el. 

'Anyway, I hope vou realist, we didn i mcci lodav :o sec Ibis match. We havt io 
decide what Mr Ishaan is doing aboul his ."mure, right?' I said. 

Ishaan had always avoided this topic ever since he ran away from NDA a year 
iiiai. His ilad had already sareasi iealh roaar.eiileii. L.'iu a rake lodav io eelebrale 
one year til your usclcssncss.' 

However,' today I had a plan. 1 needed to sit them down to talk about our lives. 



'All ill" us? Mi. 1 , Ion?' Omi [|i:ix/i'd. ;'.icadv . i I ( L . Itlints !ik' 
if something, anvlhmp,. However, this time we needed Omi. 
Yes, you play a critical role Omi. But later when Ish? When 



'Bloodv son of a rich dad. Comes arid circles around our house everyc 

'Why?' I said. 

'For viriya. He used lo be in coaching classes with her. She complained ab 
Beep, beep, beep, the car came near the house again. 

'Damn, I don't want to miss this match,' Ish said as he saw India hit a [our. 
picked up his bat. We ran oul the house. The Silver Esteem circled the pol i 
came back for another round of serenading. Ish stood in from of the car I 
asked the boy to slop. The Esteem halted in frnni of Ish. ish went to the dit 



hung out. 

'What's vour problem,' the bov said . bin, ul spu i l in;.'. out of his nose. 
Tou tell me wbni s up? You like pri-ssim', hums?' Ish said. 

ish grabbed his colliir and !;avr sis non slop slaps across his fai r. Omi picked 
up the bat and smashed the windscreen. The glass broke into a million pieces. 
People on the street gathered around as there is nothing quite as entertaining as 

The boy shivered in pain and fear. What would he tell hia daddy about hia 

Ish's dad heard the commotion and came out of the house. Ish held the boy in 
an elbow lock. The liny wns smj paling to breathe. 
'Leave him,' lsh's dad said, 
ish gripped him tighter. 

'I said leave him,' Ish's dad shouted, 'what's going on here?' 

'He has been troubling Viriya since last week,' Ish said. He kicked the boy's face 

'And whal do you think vou are doing?' Ish's dad asked him. 

'Teaching him a lesson,' Ish said and unhooked his bat stuck in the 



■Yog go now.' ish's dad said la the beeping driver, who folded his hands. Seeing 
thai no one cared abuui h:s a[io:i)«v. he I infiii'-' 1 back 10 his car. 

Ish's dad turned to his neighbours. 'For one whole vear he's been sitting at 
home. Ran away from the army of his own country and then wants to teach 
lessons ai oihers] Ili r and his :oat"t:r h'er.ds hanyin^ iii'iL.iiiil :\:<- house all dav 
long. 1 

(trie sidelong slum c in his dab ami hsh wi.dki.-d back home. 
'Where the hell are vou going now?' Ish's dad said. 
Match. Why? Vou want to curse me some more?' Ish said. 

'When you've w-asicd '.our enlue hie. whir's iinolhei- .li-^v jsh s i'mber said and 
ihe neighbours hall- mi' hied iheh- heads in sympathy. 

We missed the final five overs of the match. Luckily. India won and Ish didn't 
get that upset. 

'Yes. ves, veii,' J lumped. " t i o i> i on mi io:u£bt ' [ ]ove idiots. 

Actually. Ishaan is noi an idioi. Ai lea.si not as much us Omi. II is just lha.t 
both of them SLiek al sludics, espeiiallv ;rinihs. and I am good at il. Hence, I have 
this chip on my shoulder. II docs sound a bit conceited, but it is the only chip on 
my shoulder. For instance, I am easily the poorest of the three (though I will be 
the richest one day;, even ihou;.;b hshnnn and Omi aten'l paiTiculnriy wealthy. 
Ishiini.'.s i lad works in ■ l:r lelejihnnc OLOhanjie. und while the\ hie. e has ill' phones 
in Ihe house, Ihe salary is modest. Omi's dud is ihe 1 priesi of Ihe Swamibhakli 
temple, which actually belongs to Omi's mom's family for generations. And that 
does not pay well either. But still, they are a lot better off than me and my mom. 
My mom runs a small CkLjiaaiL snacks business, and (he little bit of money I 
make from llurimis heips us get bv, bill dial's about it. 

■Wc won, wc won Ihe series 3-1 ,' Omi repealed whal he read on the TV screen. 
01 course, il. would have been too much u.c liim to i \pn ss sin h i.iriihiial insight 
.Some .snv Omi was born sluim:. wh.li 1 sialic sac In- became srupal after a cork 
ball hit him on the head in Class VI. 1 didn't know the reason, hut I did know that 
maybe the besi idea ha- him would he in become a priesi. Hi- wnuUhi'1 have much 
of a career otherwise, given that he barely scraped through Class XII, after 
repealing the maths compartment exam twice. But he didn't want to he a priest, 
so my plan was the besi one. 

[ ate Ihe khakra. My mother made it better than Ishaan's mom. We were 

'I'll go home io change and then wc will yo a.i Copi, ok?' I said as Ishaan and 
Omi were still dancing. Dancing after an Indian victory was a ritual we had 
Mailed '.■.hen we were eleven. m:c ihai sjnv.dd lime slopped In Ihuiecn. 1-lnweoT. 

s, [here was a pieiiv Rood probability did il really need 



.e narrow lanes of the old city were bustling with the evening crowd. My 
le and Ishaan's weie onk hill:' i, kiloinciie uparl. hverci lung in my world fell 
een this dislanee. I passed by ihe Nana Park. c;irii packed wilh kids playing 
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We still cntiH- here somel imes. hill now we pj-e li-c I he abandoned hank branch 
compound near my home. 

A tennis ball landed at my feet. A sweats- twelve -year-old bov came running to 
me. 1 picked up the ball for him. Nana Park is where I had first met Ishaan and 
Oim. over fLtrer-ii years ago. There was no dramatic moment that marked the slart 
of our friendship. Mnybe we sikwI each uihor up as the: only six-year-olds in lh<; 
ground and started playing together. 

Like most neighbourhood kids, we went to the Belrampur Municipal School, 
hundred metres down Nana Park. Qf course, only I studied while lsh and Omi ran 
lo the park al every opportunity. 

Three bicycles tried to mcriakc each oiher in I he narrow by lane. I hud lo slop 
inside Oan rtsi.iur.ini lo lo; ihcm pass A seen I ill" fried coriander imii garlic n'lkd 
the narrow room. The cook prepared dinner, a bigger feast than usual as India 
had won the match. Ishaan and I came here sometimes [withoul telling Omi, of 
course) for I hi" cheap liiod and extraordinary mutton. The owner assured us 
'small million', implying goal and no I beef. 1 believed him. as he would mil have 
survived in lhe neighbourhood if he servee beef, i wanted to eal here instead of 

Food is a passion here, especially as Gujarat is a dry slate People here get drunk 

Yes, Ahmedabad is my ni.v. li is si range, but if vou have had happy times in a 
city for a long time, vou consider it the best city in the world. I feel the same 
aboul Ahmedabad. I know it is not one of those hip cities like Delhi, Bombay or 
llnngalotv. I km™ people in these elites llnnk of Abnteitabad as a small tov.n. 
ihougb i hill is not really lhe case. Ahmedabad is the sislh largest oily in India, 
ivilh a population of over five million. Bui I guess if you have lo emphasise the 

■ < ii. I ■ , II vou that Ahmedabad has betas mu lnplexi'S Iban Delhi or nicer roads 
than Eiomba\ or betier taslnii: inns thca Knigalure - liul vou v.ik nol believe toe. 
Or even if you do. vou won'i j;ivr a damn. 1 know Belrampur Is nol Buodra, Inn 
why should I defend being called a small- town-person as if it is a bad thing? A 
luiir.v r]iii'g .ih'iiil small lowns in dial people say it is lhe real Ir.tUa. I eaioss thc\ 

S10WS 

and ive si ill like our women lo wear e lollies I dou'l see anything wrong with that. 
I stepped oui of t L laa and con; inued my wav home, laming in die pol towards 

oilieial name was lhe Hw-annbhakl.i lemplo. As I entered tlie by lane, Iwo f pie 

lough I over garbage disposal a ten ad lhe crammed pol. 

There are things abom my small lima neighbourhood dial I want to ehange. In 
some ways, it is way behind the rest of Ahmedabad. For one, the whole old city 
could be a lot cleaner. The new city across the other side of the Sabarmati river 
has girammg glass .mi: sreel buildings, while the old rue finds u difficult to get 
rubbish cleared on time. 

I want to change anivhcr I bin;:. : wan- i" slap -he gi.ssip :hcorics people com,- 
up will, annul other ;i ■ ■ ■" i n i i ■ . Like lb'- :keor\ about Oiiii beenming .si nrael because 
a cricket hall hit him. There is no basis for it, but every pol in Belrampur talks 



t it. Or the theory that Ish was thrown out of NDA and did not run away. 1 
■ for a fact that it is not true. Ish cannot handle unquestioned authority, and 
though he was really excited aboul the army iwhrrh mils his only option), he 
I not sland some Major oit.1i.tii ir him iiroiuiii fur ihe ncxi two decades of his 

■thing and ran right back to Belrampur. 

d of course, what I want to stop Ihe mnsi - the welrdcsl theory that 1 hecame 
lay dad lefi us. Dad left mom jial me over ton yean ago, for we 

have 

no place for emnlion. I 1 1 11:1 k human Seings wasic loo muck inac oil emotions. 
'The prime cxnmole is r:v. mo:ker. Uad s ikcmrrui e r.is lokov.ed hy months of 
mini; wirii every lady in every pol coming down lo sympal hisc with her. She 
spent another vear consullm.;; astrologers as to which planet caused dud to move 
out, and when would that position change. The re a Iter, a string of grandaunis 
came to live with her as she could nor bring herself to slay alone. It wasn't until 1 
luriied fin ten ami undrrsinnd how die world worked thai I could coax her intn 
opening [he snacks husiucss Of course , m.v coaxing was part uf il, the rest of it 
was thai all tier icw-clleiT was officially sold by then. 

Her snacks were great, but she was no businessman, kuiotioiiii: people make 

mistake a small business can make. Ne.\1. siie would keep mi accounts. The 
home spending money was Often mixed with the business money, and we 
frequently had" months where the choice was to buy either rice for our 
r. or.su nipt ion or' biack p'oper for Ihe papads. 

Meanwhile. I studied as much -is I could. f.Hu" s-.huol was nor Oxford, and 
emphasis on si tidies was low with more teachers dunking classes than sludenls. 
Sl.it!, 1 lopped maths even- single vear. People lliotlghi 1 was gil"rr:d when I hit a 
hundred in maths in class X. For me, it was no big deal. For once, the gossip vine 
helped I'hi' news of n:\ seo:c spread across pals, and we had a new source of 
income - tunious. I was Ihe only mollis luior a: lielraniaur'. and bad mollis 
scores ha.d reached epidemic propunions. Along wiih Uhainai. and khakra, 
trigonometry and algebra became sources of income in the Palel household. Of 

thousand bucks a month was a lifestyle changing event for us. From fan, we 
grndiinrcd in cooler. From chairs, we w-cm io a secondhand sola. Lire became 



I reached One's lemple. The loud rhvihrnic chum: of ihe hell inlcrrupterl my 
thoughts. I checked my watch, it was 6 p.m., the daily aarti time. I saw Omi's dad 
from a disiance. his eyes closed as lie cbanred Ihe munhas. liven ibough 1 was 
an ae.aos.ic. [here was some: h ii nainning abour bis face - il bad genuine feeling 
lor ihe God be prayed to. 'Jo wonder be was among ibe most liked people in Ihe 
eommuniiv. Omi's mother was beside him, her maroon saree draped along her 
head and "hands folded. Next to her was Bittoo Mama, Omi's maternal uncle. He 

larger wirh bis folded bands. His eyes, loo. were Iransfixcd in gen 
for the idols of Krishna and Radha. 

Omi would get into trouble for reaching the aarti late. It would not be the 1 
time though, as matches in Nana Park were at a crucial stage around G p.m. 



★ 

Sit had just finished loading a hired auto with fresh dhokla far a marriage 
p;i:"\ . I ir.ii IK". mv real her eoule cie legale n .'.n in,- i,-isi-,-s like rlehverv and focus on 
her core cnmiieienre - cooking. Shi- took run a rihnkla piece from the auto for roe. 
Bad business - sain kin;; mil something from a cusiomcr order. 

'Great match. Nail biting I'inisii, wc won,' 1 said, walking in. 

I switched on the tubelight inside. The homes in our pol required light even 
during daytime. 

'Iff have a good Diwnli sea sun, I ivill get you a i olonr TV. mom vowed. 

'No need,' 1 said. 1 removed my shoc-.s in gel ready for a shower, 'you need a 
bigger grinder urgently, i he small tine is all wobbly' 

'I will buy the TV if only the husiness makes extra money: she said. 

'No. If you make extra money, put il back in the husiness. Don't buy useless 
things. I can always see (lie match in colour in Ishaan's house.' 

She left the room. Mv mother knew it was futile arguing with me. Without dad 
around, it was amazing how much say I had in the house. And I only hoped Ish 
and Omi would listen to my proposition as well. 

My love for husiness began when I first slatted innimts. It was amazing in set: 
lunncs huiltl lip. Willi lunacy enuie mil only Ihings like coolers ami solas lap also 
the most important stuff - respect. Shopkeepers no longer avoided us. relatives re 
invited us to weddings and our landlord's visit did not throw us into turmoil. And 
then there was the thrill - 1 was making money, not earning it under some boss or 
gee ling .i iiaadout. I rrn.lii decide in> late, hnw many si u deals tn I each, how many 
hours per class ■ it was my decision. 

There is something abo U nd Amb d d o e it 

rcspct I you more it you have a husiness than if you arc in service. The rest of the 
iijuntiT dreams about a cushy .job ihas gives a steady .salary and provides 
sl.ihiliiv. hi Aiiincclabad, service is for Ihe weak. Thai was why 1 drcainl ray 
biggesl tiream ■ io he k big businessman one day. The only hitch was my lack of 
capital But I would build it slowly and make my dream come true. Sure, Ish 
could not make his dream of being in the Indian criekel learn real, but that was a 
SI lipid dream In [legal wilh. Tn be in tile Inp eleven of a coilnlry of a billion people 
was in many ways an impossible dream, and even though Ish was top class in 
Delrampur, he was no Tendulkar. My dream was more realistic, 1 would start 
slow and Ihe-it grav. ev. husuic-ss. from a turnover of thousands, to lakhs, to 
crores and then to hundreds of crores. 

1 came out of the shower and dressed again. 

"Want to eat anything? 1 my mother voiced her most quoted line from the 
'No. I am going out wish ksh and Omi to Gopi.' 

Gopi? Why'- 1 I make ihe same tilings. What do you goi al linpi 1 hat I can't give 
Peace and quiet, f wanted to sav. 

It's Ish's treat And I want to talk to them about my new business.' 



ii IhiriRS. One a 
ams. I didn't me 



maths honours rieht here in Arndavad University, roniiiiue tuitions and t] 
about business. The Kutch college did not even guarantee a jab. 

'1 don'l want lo be an rmgmtrer. mom. My hcarl is in business. Plus, 1 1 
already done lw" years of eollcge. One mors 1 and 1 will be a graduate.' 

point of view. 

'It is ok. I needed a degree and 1 nan get i! wiiheaii si inlying much,' 1 said. " 
a businessman, muni I uin'l ehange that.' 

My mother pulled my cheeks. Chunks of dough stuck to my face. 

'Be whatever. You are always my aon fjrsl ' She Iiii^l'.itI me. [ hated it. 1 ha 
display of riuniirai mure iltim eiaolimi lisp 1 1', I better go.' 



'Ninth. Who enres? li is u buffet. Can you pass (hi- ghee please?' 
All that fuod. It has to be bad for you,' Ish said. 

'Two hundred push-ups.' 6ml said. Ten rounds of Nana Park. One hour at 
I 'u :>■"■■ Mama's home gym. You do this ev;']Tda\ like me ;iiid vou i an ht>g wil hut:! 
worry,' 

People like Omi are nn profit eusimners. There is in> wav Gupi ciaikl make 

money off him. 

Aamras, and ras malai. Thanks,' Omi said to the waiter. Ish and I nodded for 
the same. 

' Eat your food first. We'll talk over tea,' I said. People argued less on a full 
stomach. 

'I'll pay for the tea,' 1 said. 

'Relax, man. I was only inking. Mr Ae.eeaints ean'l evvn take a inke. Right, Omi?' 

Omi laughed. 

'Whatever. Guvs, you really need ii' listen uidav. And stop ealliug me Mr 
I ordered tea while ihe waiter eienred our plates. 

I am serious, Ish. What do you plan to do with your life? We are not kids 



'Unfortunately,' Ish said and sighed. 'Ok, then. I will applv for jobs, maybe do 
ail NUT computer course first. Or should [ take an insurance job? What da vou 

think? 1 

I St I h n bat man 

<:.]' . m"i nii : ad: hi^ Iviun'Liri' ai I-. , ir ; - 1 l'nik. I in. ivuv, 'vher. be hid no Hie ahead, 
he wanted to insure other people's lives. 

Omi lookod ill mc, hoping I'd conn: Up wild a greal oplinn iVoin Sarim's goodie 
bag. 1 was sick of parenting them. 

'I want to start a business,' I began. 

'Not again,' Ish said. '1 can't do that man. What was it the last time? A fruit 

ihat.Omi?' E Y 

'Car accessories. He said there is big money in that,' Omi said as he slurped 
his dessert. 

'What? Put seat covers all day. No thanks. And the other one - stock broker. 
What is that anyway?' Ish shrugged. 

'So what the fuck do you want to do? Beg people to buy Insurance? Or sell 
i. rcdil cauls a I street eorni.TsV Vim, Ish. hire a miliiarv school dropou L,' I said and 
paused for breath. 'And you got a compartment in Class XII, twice. You can be a 
priest, Omi. bui whai ahout us?' 

I don't want to be n piiesi.' Omi said listlessly, 

Then, why do you oppose mc even before 1 slarl? This lime I have soinei hins; 

What?' Ish said. 
'Cricket,' I said. 

■What?' both of them said in unison. 

"There you go, uiee m gel your (mention. Now Chin I lalk?' 

'Sure, 1 Ish waved a hand. 

'We are goin^ Hi open ;i c if ■.._,:■ i shop,' I said, 

I deliberately left for the rest room. 

'But how?' Omi iidcrrogaied when 1 re mined. Whai is a cricket shop?' 
'A sports slave :r>Ulv iiai since cricket .s ihe mast popular garlic in I 1 !'' Irani pi: I'- 
ll w i I! in- ;i s!i.:,ll ri-i.i:: siun-. m lor a shop deposit Is a problem, so 1 need 

Omi' s help.' 

flower and puja shops. 1 noticed an empty shop there. And it is part of the temple 
'A cricket shop in a icaiplc rmnple\7 Ish questioned. 

■Wait. Omi, do you think you can arrange that? Without that our plan is.anon- 

Tou mean the Kuber sweet shop that just closed? The temple trust will rent it 
out soon. And normally Ibcy lei. ii oul lo somcihiog relaied in leoiplc nci Ivil ic.s,' 
Omi said. 

'1 know. But you have to convince your dad. Alter all he runs the temple trust.' 
'He does, but Mama looks after the shops. Will we pay rent?' 



'Yes.' I sighed. Bui not immediately. We need a two-month waiver. And we 

'I'll have In go ih rough mom: Omi said, (iooii. his mind was working. 

'Sorry to ask again, bill a orickcl shop in a temple complex":' Who will buv? 
ticvemv-vear-old aunties who come for kirtan will wanl willow bats?' Ish scoffed'. 

The waiier had cleared our tea and presented the bill. By Gopi protocol, we had 
to be out of the restaurant in two minutes. 

'Good question. A cricket shop by a Icmplc docs sonnil .sinmiie. Rui. Ihink - is 
there any aporls shop in Bclrampur?' 

'Not really. You don't even gel leather balls. Ellis Bridge is the nearest,' Ish 
said. 

'See, that's number one. Number two, the temple is a family place. Kids are 
moons; ihc most bored j ft -it f 1 3 1- in I minks. When.: lire liiev Hoini' In hfuig OUl?' 

'It is true,' Omi said. Thai is why so many balloon wallahs hover outside.' 

'And that is where Ish comes in. People know von were a itood player. And you 
can give plaving lips lo even 7 kid who comes to buy from us. Slowly, our 
repuiaiino will build.' 

'But what aboul Christian or Muslim kids? They won't come, right?' Ish said. 

'Not at first bul the shop is outside the temple As word spreads, they will 
lion.,-. '.Vliai ' hoi"- do :hc\ Live anyway? 1 

'Where will we get what we sell?' Ish said. 

'There's a spoils dpi ipmrm supplier in Vnsl rupur who will itive us a month's 
credit. If we have I he space, we are good to go without cash.' 
'But what if it doesn't rum' Ish asked with scepticism. 

'Worst case, we sell the stock at a loss and I'll cover the rest through my tuition 
L'le.s. I ■u: i' will work, 111,111 . if 1 ou pu I von r hearl 0110 it, it will.' 

'Guys, please. 1 need you for ibis, i really wanl to run a business. I can't do it 
without partners. Its eriekel , I ;i.ppeaJed to ish. 

'I'm in,' Omi smiled. 'I oon'l have o. lie 1, priesl and [ ftei 10 work from home. 

T won't handle monev. I'll locus on ihe cricket," Ish said, 
I smiled. Yes, he was coming around. 

'Of course. You think 1 will let vou handle cash? So, are we partners?' I 
stretched out my hand. 
Omi hl-fived me and Ish joined in. 
'What are we going 10 call il?' Omi said in the auto. 

'Ask Ish,' I said. Irish named it, he would feel more connected In the project. 

'How about Team India Cricket Shop?' Ish suggested. 'Great name,' I said and 
watched Ish smile for the first lime lhat evening 

Two rupees filly paise each, guys,' I said as ihc ouro stopped near my pol in 
Bclrampur. 



Two 



The Team India dicker Simp opened null I hr smashing of a coconut on the 
moininH of 2<) April JOtlli. All our immi-dicir families had came. My molbei and 
Ovui's fumih were visibly happy while Ish's parents wore silenl. They still 
visualised Ish .is an army officer, not a shopkeeper in Belrampur. 

Mav La.xmi shower ,'.il blessing 0:1 vou hardworking bav>.' Oir.i's mother said 
before she left. 

Soon, it was jnsi us in our iwcniy-fcei -by-icii-ieci simp. 'Move ihr counter in, 

he lilted the bulky- counter-top yet a^ain to move it back an inch. 

hoard. II was six leer wide and two (eel lall. We had painlod ii him- - rhc colour of 
1 In- Indiiiii ream. In rhe eemre, we had ihr- leiiers Team India C.rickei Shop' in ihe 
colours of the Indian flag. The cxcilcd painter from Shahpur had thrown in the 
faces of Tendulkar and Ganguly for free. Ganguly had a squint and Tendulkar's 
lips looked bee-stung, but it all added to the charm. 

'It's beautiful,' Omi said as he joined me in looking ai I he board. 

Our first customer eame at 12 noon. An under len bov slvollcd to the front of 
our si on: as his 1 tier bought puja (lowers Tiie ihrcc of us .sprung into action. 

'Should 1 ask him what he wan is?' Omi whispered to me. 

I shook my head. Pushy meant desperate. 

The boy looked nl tennis halls and bounced a lew of [hem. While no one played 

tennis in Bclrampue. kids plant! eiickel with them. 

'How much for the balls?' The boy moved to local balls. Clearly this was a price- 
sens, live customer. He bounced five different ones on the ground. 

Eight bucks. Vou want one?' I said. 

He nodded. 

Tou have money? 1 

'Mummv has,' he said. 

'Where is mummy?' 

There,' he poinied in Ihe general dircclion of liie oilier lemple .shops. 1 picked 
up the balls he had hnuueeu ami placed them in the basket. 
His mother came running into our shop. 

'There you are Sonu, stupid boy,' she pulled his elbow and took him out. 
'Mummy, ball was all he roi.ild s.e, annul ids polenrral purchase. 
'Don't worry, we will sell,' I told my business partners. 

We made our firsl sale soon a her. Two vim rig bru liters wearing branded elolhes 
'How much for tennis balls?' one boy said. 

'iiighl bueks for Arrow, six bucks for ihe local baskel there,' Ish said. 
The boys moved to the local baskei. They, slaried ihe hull- bnuurmg routine 
again as my heart wept. 

'So where do you play cricket?' Ish asked them. 'Satellite,' the elder boy said. 



'We came to the temple, it is Harsh bhaiya'a birthday.' the younger hoy said. 
I realised we had struck real-estate gold. The temple was ancient and drew in 
people from the new city, too. And it was a birthday, every chance of pockets 

You want to see bats?' I asked from the cash counter. 
The boys shook their heads. 
Ish turned to me- ami signn'lfd silence. 
'Happy birthday. Harsh. Yim bowler or batsman?' Ish said. 

Harsh looked up ai Ishaan. A grown up man asking an eleven -year-ukl il" he 
whs a howler or baisman whs a huge honour. It meant he was now old enough to 

'Defensive or utiaek? Isii asked at. if he was iuionitwmg Temluikar on ESPN. 
Huh?' Harsh said. 

Toll like shots?' Ish asked. Which kid didn't? Harsh nodded. 

'Show me your stance,' Ish said. He turned to nie and asked for a bat, 1 went to 
I he siack of willow liais. i had bougbi iheui dirrcily from a Kashmiri supplier in 
Law Gardei:. : pu.ked ilic iis:h- size for Ihe hue. Size si* and lwo hundred bueks 
Not top of the line, of course, hut ihe best we could hope to sell here. 

Harsh took a stance on the empty space in front of the shop. Like every kid, he 
leaned his enrire weijdii on ihe but while alanding. Ish moved over and genilv 
slrait'.bleaed Harsh s back. He moved ies wrisl upwards, and laid him in halanee 
Ihe weigh! evenly on Ihe legs. 

'And now, whenever you attack, use the front leg to move forward but do not 
forget the back leg. That is your support, your anchor. Notice Tendulkar, he 
keeps one leg fixed.' 

An awestruck Harsh air si ruck a few slrokcs. 

'Give me some lips, loo, Ihe younger one whined. 

'First me, Chirm,' Harsh said. 

Ish turned to Chinu. 'What are you, Chinu?' 

'All-rounder,' Chinu said promptly. 

'Great. Show me your bowling grip.' 

Their parents firmllv found our shoo. Il was time to go to the temple. 
'Mummy, 1 want the ball,' Chinu said. 'How much?' his mother said. 'Six 
rupees,' Ish said. 

She took out a Iweoty-n.ipee nine and asked me 10 give lwo. '1 want ihe bat. 
mummy,' Harsh said. 'You aircadv have a bat.' 

'This one is hcticr for mv stance, munirnv ■'lease ' Harsh took a stance again 
He had improved with the iesson but his mother ignored him. 

'How much is this?' she said. 

"Two hundred rupees,' I said. 

Too expensive. No Harsh, wo are not gelling a bat.' 
Mv birihdav [ire seal . miinnv. pleas. ' I larsh cajoled. 

Yes but beta, why buy something from this temple shop. Old city doesn't have 
good quality. We will ro 10 ;he .Nil 1 , rruigpura market.' 

'It is excellent quality, aunly. We Sonn e froia Kasluoiri suppliers. Take my 



'I was the team captain for all municipal schools in the area, aunty. I have 
personally chosen the bats,' Ish said with as much heart as Omi's dad said his 

prayers. 

'Please, mummy,' lla.rs'n sa.it] ami 'iiggcl nr. !ht sarec. The lug eunncclcd [t.i 

Done. P We had closed the deal Of the day, The bat cost us a hundred and sixty, 
so forty bucks prom, 1 exclaimed mentauy. 
'Goodbye, chump.' Ish waved iu Harsh. 
'I'll come, to vtmr shop on mv happy binhduv. Chinu said. 
Tesl You are amazing, Ish.' I said and hi-fived everyone. 

The kid is a quick learner. If he practices, he will be good. Of course, his 
mother will stuff him with studies the moment he reaches Class X. The only 
siaooc he will i»kf Is 10 sir on a desk wish Ins hooks,' Ish said. 

'Don't be depressing, man,' I said. 'We made forty bucks on the bat and four on 
the two balls. We are forty-four bucks in profit, sir.' 

We sold some candy and two more balls in the next two hours. Our total profit 
fur the day was biiv bucks. We 0101 ed ilie hals and ihc ball baskets inside and 
i. liiwil shop at 7.00 p.m., after the puja. To celeb rale our opening we chose the 
'. liana bha'ura slall '\1 four bucks a plale, I could expense i! to the business. 

'Do I get to take some nn^in:- - -. hmneV I r'\illv ivai-i la jilv ,- mom mv fir.sl seli'.n , 
Omi said as he nicked in half a ehili will, his hot hhalura. 

'Wail, 1 his isn't real profit. This is contribution. We earn th< rent first and then 
we will see.' 1 plaecti my duply plait: back a she slall Congrats guvs, we are in 



Three Months Later 




matches on radio during shop hours was no fun. 

'No Ish, a proper shop. Young people like m shrip i swanky malls. That 
future. Our shop Iisjs been ikiing good l.msim.:ss r hul wc can'l grow unlc 

'1 like it here/ Omi sain. 'This is our neighbour bond. What we sell is being 
by kids in Nana Park.' 

next year hair one more si ore. it you don i git™ in business, you stagnate.' 

'Another shop? What? Wc will not be workinii inset her'- 1 " Omi said. 

'It is Govind's bullshit. We have only started and he already aspires 
Ambani. Can't we just buy a TV?' Ish said, 'Shall Electronics will give 1 
instalment if we pnv n dnv.n-pnvmcnt of four tl 

'No way. We keep the Tour thousand for bus; 

'Well, the TV belongs to Ihc business, no?' If 

'Yes, but it is a dead asset. It doesn't earn 
thousand a month is nnihing. And Ish do 
pencils...' 

come here. 1 

Ish and I had argued about this before. 1 
protested every time. 

'Ok, here is a deal,' ]sli said. '1 agree to the t 
only notebooks. But v.-e buy a TV. I have lb watch matches. 1 don't care, here ta 
my fifteen hundred.' 

He threw his share of cash at me. 

Omi tossed in his money as well. As usual, I had lo surrender to fools. 

Ok, but we need to increase the revenue Targei for nest quarter Is twen 

'Will you do coaching classes?' I asked Ish. 

"What? 1 

'Kids love vour eru. kei tipn. Whv not do erie.kel eouening for a fee?' 

'Me? I am'not that good man. And where? In the temple?' 'No, we will do it 
the abandoned SB1 compound.' 'Why? Aren't we making enough?' Omi said. 'V 
can never make enough. [ \ranl to gel lo ;'HH I bousood a ijuarter. Omi, you Ci 
give illness training lo the stuilniis.' 'So "ion: work for us What about you?' 1: 
said. 1 am going to stall offering maths tuitions again.' 'Here?' 

"Yes, a couple here, or in the SBI compound itself while you guys give crick 



'C'mon guys. I am making i 
'It is ok. Just the shop i: 
making lads do push-ups. 



'Yeah, at least I will get to hit the pitch,' Ish said. 

1 tossed in my fifteen hundred, too, and we bought a TV the same day. We set it 
.11 I In- sihjjis rli.i Ihd.icii: mar* ami ina:i:i>!i* am: k|>iviH! 

arrived. 1 had to admit, it madr I he ilav i?>i bv much quicker. 

I changed the board on the shop. Under the 'Team India Cricket Shop', it also 
raid SrKiioiK-i-y. Crickrt Co.K-hmg and Maths '[ unions available'. I may not have 
ilivi.Tsilii'i] Ri'iji<]Li|)>ia.iillv. tun 1 h.nl liivcrsiiinl my [irmlm.:! olTcring. 



Three 



Apart from crick' 1 !, badminton w,v, tin' olhrr popular gi'.ir.i.' in IMrampur. In 
hue Ihe giiis in'.l' placed !>.ida:iman h was an excellent > n rma er business. 
H h i_i 1 1 k- cocks ncir'di'tl lo lie replaced, nickels needed rewirinf! , : uni h-.idminmn 
rackets didni iusl as ioog as eriikcl bals. 

kids plavcd ypcj ]"t^. bul t'vi :t kid needed notebooks, pens and pencils, and 
paiems m-vor saiii ii'i 1:' thai. Man\ times, someone huur.:: ,'. bali would :>uv ,1 
notebook. 0; the oilier way round. Wo ot'l'ereii a loial solution. Sunn, suppliers 
came to us themsel s 1 1 1 | ill 1 I 1 I 1 1 I 1 I 1 1 1 1 

you open a shop Ihai vihi realise 'iii' len.i.'.lh cad br--Lii:l h 0:' 1:10 Indian sludenl 

We kepi ihe cricket coaching and tuitions at the same price -250 rupees a 
month. Customers lor lnalhs tuihons won- easier to gel. given ihe higher demand 
and my track record. 1 taught at the SBI compound building in the mornings, lsh 

They were Ihe Lies' players 1:1 Ihe F-iy Irani pur Municipal School and had tough! 
with their parents 'o let ihe v coaching tor ihret months. 

Should wr co ^n-i- 1 ini>. eneiisV - I v. ordered as I opened a sanmlo pnej.ei let; hv a 
supplier. Ai live-rupee retail price ami iwo-rupee cosi priee. cards had solid 
loargivis. However, people m FSoh-an.pUr did ooi give each olin:r grcoling Cards. 

This is in-swinger, and this is off- swinger. By the way. Ihis is the third ball in 
two weeks. What's up Tapan?' Isti asked a regular customer. Thirteen -year-old 
Tapan was one of the best howiers of his age in ihe Uehi-mpu! Municipal School, 
lsh gi ipjied 1 5-1 ■.- ericlie- hull laid showed hiio Ihe wrisl movement. 

'It is that nightmare Ali. Ball keeps gettiai; Iusl with his shois Why did he moye 
to our school"' Tapan grain hied as iie rubbed the ball on his shorts. 

'Ali? New student? Hayen't seen him here,' lsh said. All good players yisited our 
store and lsh knew them personally. 

Tes, batsman. Just joined nu< school. Von should come see him. He wouldn'l 
come here, right?' Tapan said. 

Ish nodded. We had few Muslim customers. Most of them used other Hindu 
boys 10 make lheir purchases. 

Ton want to sign up tin cricL.el tailions. IsLi will lencb vou. he plaveii al Ihe 
dislric.l level,' I could noi help pitching our oilier service. 

'Mummy will not allow. She said I can only take tuitions for studies. No sports 

Tou st l h 1 h said after Tapan 

Yes, Ish has this ridiculous theory that India should win every match. 'Well, we 
don't have to. It won't be much of a game otherwise,' I said and closed the cash 

'Our country has a billion people. We should always win,' Ish insisted. 



'Statistically impossible. 1 

'Why? Australia has twenty million people. Yet they win almost every match. 
We hnvc llt'ly limes Ihe people, si) I'it'ly limes ihe Ink-nt. l-'lus. rrickct is Iniliii's 
only Rami; while Ausindia rugby and loolball and whatever. So there is no 
way we should be delta led by Ihem. Statistically, my friend, Australia should be a 

'Then why? 1 I said. 

'Well, you saw thai kill. Parcnis will spend ihoitsa.nds loathing kills useless 
trigonometry and calculus they will never use in real life. But il it is sports 

'I wmi II ■ ■ ■!<■!■, 1 now offers both.' 

'It is not about the business Govind, Really, is this just about money for you? 1 
'Money is nice...' 

'These kids, Govind. Look at them, thirteen-year olds holding their bats with 
pride. Or the way thev want to learn to bowl better. Thev have a lire in their eyes 
before every little match at Nana Park. When India wins, they dance. They are 
they only people Ij see will) passion. I like being with Ihem.' 

'Whatever,' 1 shrugged. 

'Of course, in lwu years lime tht:y will reai.h Class X Their bats will be replaced 
wil b :)hv>.i. s books. Ani: ■ hen i h' sp; ■.!"]■; " ill !)■ '?in ;o die Soon. I bev wilt turn into 
depressed adults. ' 

'That is not true. Ish. 1 everyone needs a passion. I have mine.' 

'Then why arc mosl Rrowr. ups so Rruinpy" J Why can'l I hey smile more ol"(t:n 
and be excited like those kids at Nana Park?' Can you stop being grumpy now 
arid help me clean the 

shop?' 

★ 

'Ok, ok, we will do a booze party,' I laughed. Omi and Ish had gripped me tight 
from both sides until I relented. 

TATtere is my son Omi?' Biitoo Mama entered our shop ai (losing time am! 
proceeded to hug bis nephew. He held a box ol sweeis in a red velvet cloth. 

'Where were you, Mama? 1 Omi said. Since the shop opened, he had never 

I toured all over Gujarat, with Parekh-ji. What an experience! Here, have some 
besmi ladnos. Fi-esb from Rmoda.' Bitiim Mama said, t ordered n Frooti. Ish 
pulled out stools ami v,e sat oulsidc I picked a ladoo. 

'What is this, (.ma? Wearing shoes?' Billoo Mama s eves were lined with kohl. 
He had a red tikka in the middle of his forehead. 

'Mama?' Omi squeaked. I looked at my feel. 1 wore lake Reebok slippers. Ish 

Tour shop is in a tempir, and you are ivca.rmg sbors' J A brahmin priest's bov?' 
'Mama, c'mon this is outside the temple. None of the other shopkeepers wear...' 
'Other shopkeepers are useless baniyas so ion will also heeonie like them? Do 
you do pu|a even morning before you open?' 
Tes, Mama,' Omi lied point-blank. 

You also,' Mama said, referring to Ish and me. 'You are Hindu hoys. You have 
your shop in such a pure place. At least remove your shoes, light a lamp.' 



month to be in ibis shop. Nobodv lolci me haw lo run mv business. 
Mania looker] surprised. 'Whni is your name?' 

'Govind what?' 
'Govind Pate].' 
'Hindu, no? 

'1 am agnostic' I said, irritated as I wan led In shut ihe shop and go home. 

Agno.,.?' 

'He is nDl sure it there is God or not,' Ish explained. 

'Doesn't believe in God? Wiial kind of friends do vou have Orai?' Mama was 
aghast. 

'No, thai is an aihcisi, I elavilled. Annnsiir means may he (.'.ml exisis. mavhe he 
doesn't. 1 don't know.' 

Ton young kids,' Bittoo said, 'such a shame. I had come to Invite you and look 

Omi looked ai mo. 1 lumen 1 mv gaxe away. 

'Don't worn 1 about Govind. Maina He is run [used 1 ! hale ii when people lake 
mv religious slams lor confusion. Why did 1 have to or not have lo believe in 
something? 

Ish offered the Krooli lo eJiunn Mama. II snfiened him a little. 
'What abnur you?' Mama asked Ish. 

'Hindu. Mama. 1 prtiv and cvci-v'thing.' Ish said Yeah risihi onlv whei. six balls 
were left in a match. 

Mama took a large sip and shifted his gaze to Omi and Ish As far as he was 
concerned I did not exist. 

Whal did you want in invite us foe Mania?' Omi said, 

He lifted Ihe red velvci eloih and unwrapped a thro,- -foul lon.i; brass Irishul, Its 
sharp blades glinted under the shop's tubelight. 

'It's beautiful. Where did you gel. it from? 1 Omi queried, 

'It is .a gift from Parekh-ji. He said in me he sees the party's future. I worked 
day anil niglu. We visiieil every disiriri in Gujarat . He said, "if we have mure 
people like Biltuo, people will be proud to be Hindu again." He made me the 
recrun mem in-ehaigr for voung neopjr in Ahmedabad.' 

■Parelth-ji is a senior Hindu parly leader. Ami he heads Ihe hif^esi lemnle Irusl 
in Buruda,' Omi said What, lie knows ihe CM or somelhing. Mama? 1 

'Parekh-ji not unly knows the CM, but also talks to him twice a day, 1 Bfttoo 
Ivh-ji.i. '-.aid. 'And ] lold Parekh-ji about vou, Omi. I see in vou the polrnl ial i:i 
teach Hindu pride to young people ' 

Hul Mama. I'm working full time....' 

'I am nut telling you lu leave evnvrimii.. 1'iui s;ei in luuea wilh Ihe greater 

I i use Vou 

shuuld eiime mo, Ish. Next Monday in Gandhinagar.' 
Of course, blasphemous me got no invitation. 

'Thanks, Mama. II. sounds great, but I don't know if we can,' Ish said. How 



Whv" J Lion 1 '.'."mrv. 11 is are iusl :>iies:s. Mi : mv vi i:.: n^. v.;nkir.:-.'. i>r ■: :| ):■-■ iiii; also 

'I don't like politics,' Ish said. 

'Huh? This isn't polii ics, son This is a way of life' 

'I will come/ Omi said. 

'But you should come too, lsh. We need young blood.' 
Ish stayed hesitant. 

'Oh, you think Parckb ji is some old, Iradilioual man wim will lorec ynt.l In read 
scriplurcs. Dt> vm.l know whrrr Parekh ii wcni In tnlleneV Cambridge, mid then 
Harvard. He had a big hotel business in America, which he sold and came back, 
l ir ialks v'Hiv jiiii^Liii^e. Oh, and he used [o plav cricket too. for the i_ a i abridge 
college team.' 

'1 will come iiOovmd L iiiTH-s,- said ish iheidiol. 

Mama looked at me. In his eyes, 1 was the reason why Hindu culture had 
.1. lcriorated lately. 

'Well, I came to invite the three of you in the first place. He only said he doesn't 
'1 didn't say that,' I said. Oh, forget it, I thought. 

Then come.' Mama stood up. All three of you. I'll give Omi the address. It is 
the grandest house in Gandhinagar.' 



People called me Mr Accounts; greedy, miser, anything. But the fact is, I did 
i >rgaitise i in all-e*5p< use-paid booze party to motivate my partners at the shop, it 
is bloody hard to get alcohol in Ahmedabad, let alone bulky bottles o I beer. One at 
my contacts - Homy Bhai - agreed in supply a rralr ol extra strong beer for a 

At 7 p.m. on the day of the parry, Romi Bhai left the beer -wrapped in rags - at 
the SBI compound entrance. I came to the gate and gave Romi Bhai the day's 
newspaper. On the third page of the newspaper, I had stapled ten hundred-rupee 

1 dragged the Cloth package inside ami placed the bottles m l.hc lijrec Hi: filled 
buckets I had kepi in the kitchen; I took out the bottle opener from the kitchen 
shelf. m here we ke:;i eviT'.dmi;:. iVnm : vh Hoodies lo l.n.vs .a' crackers to iiu : si 

Another person may see the abandoned .SBI braneli as an eerie party venue. 
This used to be an old man's haveli. The owner could not repay and the bank 
foreclosed the property. Thereafter, the bank opened a branch in She haveli. The 
owner's family filed a lawsuit after he died. The dispute still unresolved, the 
family oblainrd a mini injunction ihal rite ban'; could noi use rite properly for 
prol'ii. Meanwhile. SB; realised thai a l.inv by lane in Bclrampur was a. terrible 
braneli iucalioii. Thcv vacalcd die premises and s;ave ilic keys la Ihc court. The 
court official kept a key with Omi's dad, a trustworthy man in the area. This was 
done in case officials needed lo view it and the court was rinsed. Of course, no 
one ever came and Omi hud access to the keys. 

The property was a six -hundred square yard plot, huge by Rclrarapn r 



* 




rectry 





is-feet vault. We kept our 
rli's backyard. In its prime, it 



'Sorry, wairhinK i rii kfi biiddiiiiu.s. Wow. sirunt; beer.' Ish said as hr picked up 
a bottle. We had parked ourselves on the sofas in the old customer waiting area 
dov. nstuas. I reclined i. n i br sola. L-.Ii cur hi 'hi' k i U" jii-n ro e.et some hhujia. 

'No,'l am 1 lit- iii-iv iinil. ■ Nike r I . ■ l n-< - ; ■. .'clean up the place and wait, for my lords 
'No, wait.' P P 

Omi arrived in ten minutes. He made apologies abam bis dad imlfiuig him hark 
to clean [he i.rir.ple Omi I hen prayed fur forgiveness Lie lure drinking alcohol. 

'Cheer-si' all of us said as we took a big sip. It was bitter, and tasted only 
slightly better than phenyl. 

"What is this? Is this genuine sniff?' Ish asked. 

We pauseri fof a uiocnrnr. Soucinus alcohol is a real issue in Ahrnedabad. 
'Nah, nobotlv makes lake beer, l! is inn; si rang," 1 said. 

If you filled your mouth with bhujia, the beer did not taste half as bad. In fact, 
the taste improved considerably idler half a holllc. As did everyone's mood. 
'I want to see this Mi kid. Three c us; rimers have mentioned him.' Ish said. 
The Muslim boy?' Oml said. 

'Slop talking M I : r ■ yum- Minna? Ish scolded. 'Is thai relcvaiil? They say he has 
excellent timing.' 

'Where does he play?' 1 enquired through a mouthful of hhujia. 

'In our school kids sav his iimsl oniuiinia shoi is a six.' Lid's gn check him 
out. Looks like ihc school has your viorihy successor,' 1 said. 

Ish turned silent. It was a sensihVe topic antl if it was not for the beer, I would 
not have said it. 

'Succeeding Ish is bard.' Omi sujrl. Reiiicmher llir h : .i I'ihvd i.ca-:insr .V'.ihi:} 
Municipal .School, in sisiy-lhree Lialls? No one lintels ILiar innings. Omi stood up 
and pal n te ago. 

Screw thai, you were out of form, man,' Omi said. 

'But those are the malches Mini fucking miilieicd. righl.V Nov. can we Hip the 

Omi backed off and 1 gladly changed the subject. 'I think we should thank our 
sponsors for tonight - The Team India Cricket Shop. In seven months of 
operation, our profit is 42,601} rupees. Of which, we have distributed 13,000 to 
ihe parlners and is lor ihc \avi nnpauiu siu>;> (ii.'pnsd. Ami ihc remaining 

3,500 is for entertainment like tonight. So, thank you, dear shareholders and 
partners, and lei's sav cheers In Ihc second bottle.' 

1 took out the second bottle for each of us from the ice bucket. 



'Stud-bov. Ish slurred, s; archil:.; tin. I his iiusliicss and ns profil is all owed [o 
Stud-boy, Mr Govind Patel. Thank you, buddy. Because of you this dropout 
military cadet has a I'm u re. Ami so chics riiis inn: who'd he <il hcrwisc j i i l p. L n i k beils 
in the temple all his lilc. Oivc me a hug, Stud-boy.' 

1-Ie came lonviirtl in £>vt' nic :i hail. 1 1 e.vis drank nki.vtii.'ii . hui ;i<nuinc cnouiih. 

■Will you do me one more favour buddy?' Ish said. 

'What?' 

'No, T am I'uil, Ish. Seven students already-...,' I said as Ish interrupted me. '11 is 
Vidya.' Your sister?' 

'She finished Class XII. She is dropping a year now to prepare for the medical 

Tou don't ntrit maths to become a doctor.' 

'No, but the entrance exams do, And she is awful at it. You are the best man, 
who else can 1 trust? 

'If it is your sister, then I mean...,' 1 took a breath. 'Wow, Vidya to join medical 
college:'-' Is she I hat old now? 1 

'Almost eighteen, dude.' 

'1 teach younger kicis Ihoue.h, class live to eight Her course is more advanced. 1 

'Hut you got a fucking century in thai subject, dude. Jusl try she needs any 
help she can get.' 

I said nothing lor a while. Irving lo remember ivhai 1 knew nl Viriva, which was 
little. 

'What arc you : hi n king. I ill. I . Mr Acenu til s : i'-n i '.vorrv wr wiil nav vou. 

Ish said and took a big sip 

'Can you start Monday ... no Monday is Parekh jfs least. Damn, Omi what Ihe 

The things we do to keep vnur Mnma happv.' I enuldr.'i wait to move to 

Navrangpu ra 

'Parekh ji is supposed so lie a sreni mao.' Omi said. 'Aoil I always listen to you 
guys. Come Tor me this time.' 

'Anyway, Tuesday then,' I said to Ish. 'So is she going lo come to the bank?' 
'Dad will never send her out alone. You come home.' 

'What?' I soul. Mnyhe I should have accepted a tee. 'Ok. I'll move some classes. 
Say seven in the evening?' 

'Sure, now can von answer one mat lis quesMoij, Mr Accounts,' Ish said. 
'What?' 

Tou ordered a crate with ten bottles. We drank three each. Where is the tenth 
one?' Ish stood up swaying. 

I stood as well. 'The i|Ucslion is not where the lenth one is, but who does ii 
belong to.' I lunged for the ice bucket. Ish dived in as well. Cold water splashed 
on the floor as we tugged at the bottle. After a ten-second tiff, he released it. 

Take it, dude. What would I do without yog?' 



Four 



guards manning die :ira:i naie l< : us in .iiirr checking our names The entrance 
or the house had an elaborate rangoTf, dozens o (lamps and fresh flowers. 

'See, what a gathering,' Bittoo Mama met us at !he door. 'Have dinner before, 
the talk begins.' From an aarti plate, he put big red i.ikkas on our foreheads. He 
told us Parekh-ji would audio » speech afle.r dinner. 

WC moved In die massive loud em mlci . A (.111 jai'nl I linsl consisted ill i-ii.::;v 

everv iruil : u?i bu.uiiLbU- At pm"! i' - like i his, '- i ■'. i :ri;n'i uu; have onlv urn simnach 
I took a jain jii».n and looked arouad (he massive living mom There were fifty 
Kllc.slfi dressed in eaber while or snluon. Pnrelill-ji biiit a siillVoo lihnli and while 
shin, sorl of a perfect crowd blend. Ish looked oddly out or" plitec with his skull 
and ErosstJOnes, black Uetalliea T-shirt. Apart from us, everyone had either grey 
hair or no hair It looked like a marriage parly where- only I he pnesls "'ere invited 
Most of them carried some form of accessory like a trishul or a rudraksha or a 

Ish and I i i 1 i < n I i I i In re glance. 

sal'irnii. He lotiehed their fee: and everyone blessed nan. Cor. Mile ting Oir.i mel 
these kind of people often, he had one Of the highest per-capita-blessings ratio in 

still people keep sa' nig i> . ^sit p,i>se'i It is ",i m -dim sum to Omi. 
'Who are these people?' 1 asked idly. 

'II is ijiiilo simple.' Omi said. The people in saffron are priests or oilier holy 
men li'fiit around die ciiv. Tin: pi'oole in while ri - c if,'.- poliiii.al pe.riv a"eop!i.' (Vhv 
aren't you eating anv dimsums?' 

T don't like Chinese,' Ish said. 'And who is Parekh-ji?' 

'Well, he is a guide,' Omi said. 'Or lhat is what he says lo be humble. Bui 
actually, he is I In- rhairperson of the main temple 1 rust. He knows (he 
politicians really well, top.' 

'So he is a hybrid, a poli-priest,' I deduced. 

'Can you be more respeetfti IV And what is this T-shirt, Ish?' 

liveryone shushed as Parekh-ji came to the centre of the living room. He 
carried a red velvet cushion wilh him, which looked quite comfortable. He 
si;-.:;; .11. .! evi.Tviuio io sil down on the carpet. Like e. shoal ui' lishes, Ihe saffrons 

■Where the hell do we sit?' Ish said as he turned to me. 1 had worn a blue T- 
shirl iiml eouldn'l find my colour /one. Hilloo Mmim lUgRcd 01 Omi s elbow and 
asked us lo join 1 1 if saffron scl. Wc sol (here, looking like Ihe protagonists of 
those ug]v duckling stories in our mismatched clothes. Bittoo Mama came with 
three saffron scarves and handed them to us. 

'Whal? i am not...,' I protested to Omi. 

'Shh ...just wear it,' Omi sen! mid showed us how to wrap it around our neck. 



f'arekh-ir sal on h.is vv j-n: l> ■ i Tul auuu'e eu:-';iiu:i i here -.■ ; . s ph:-drop sarr.ee. I sh 
i ackrd :\\:-. knuckle on;. 1 ■: uni .envr hiru a ill! '.'.' look kver.i 'Lie closed I heir eves, 
apari I'lDiu me. [ looked around while everyone chanted Io Sanskrit. Thev ended 
Ihcir chants after a minute and Purckb n began his speech. 

'Welcome devotees, welcome Io my humble home. I want to especially welcome 
the team on the right from the Sindhipur lemple. They have returned from kar 
seva in Ayodhva lor oi cr a mom h. l.el lis r hj-a io litem ,iod seek blessings. 

Everyone bowed 10 a group ol si>: saffrons holding Irishuls. 

Parekh-ji coniiuued, 'We also haic some young people today. Wr: need (hem 
badly. Thanks to Bittoo Mama, who brought them. Bittoo is working hard for the 
parrs'. He will supo'iri mi; 'unci l,-.:e I lusnai k:; - i: lor il:e elreiinu next year.' 

Everyone looked at us and gave smiling nods. We nodded back. 

'Devotees, tin- Hindu religion i caches us in hear a Ini. And no do hear a loi. fin. 
today's discussion is "How much bearing is enough? Until when does a Hindu 

Everyone nodded. My knees were stiff with pain from sftting cross-legged. I 
wondered if I shun Id si up bearing pam riglu then mid sircrrli my legs. 

'Our scriptures tell us not lo harm others,' Parekh-ji aaid. 'They leach us 

values, valid even today" And today you great aiea pass on ihese values to 
society.' Parekh-ji said, gcsiuring ul ilie inn-sis. The priests nodded. 

'At the same nine, ihc soriplui-cs a.iso lell us noi In hear injustice. The Gila 
tells Arjun to fight a virtuous war. So at some point we are meant to fight back. 
When is that point is something m think about.' 

Vigorous nods shook >he crowd. Keen though [ found ihe whole gathering and 
the magic red cushion a hit over ihe lup. Parekii ii's logic was flawless. 

'And right now, I sec thai iuji.isl ire again Hindus being asked in compromise, 
to accept, to bear. Hindus asked for the resurrection of one temple. Not any 
temple, a temple where one of our most revered gods was born. But they won't 
give it to us. We said we will move the mosque respectfully, round the corner. Out 
no, that was considered unreasonable. We tried m Milium proof. !>1J[ lhal was 
suppressed. Is this |ustiee? Should we keep bearing it? I am just an old man, 1 
don't have the answers.' 

Kb whispered in mv ear'. U is aolil ics. num. .lusr pure simple politics.' 

Parekh-ji coniumed: I don'i even waul in go imo who [his niunirv belongs lo. 
Because ihe poor Hindu is accuslumed ki being ruled by someone else ■ 700 
rears bv Muslims. 250 vcars bv Ihe Rrilish. We are independent now. bill the 

treated as equals. The} rail ihcmselees seeular. hul Ihev give preference to the 
Muslims? We fighi for equal I refitment and are called communal? The most 
hrilta.l lerrorisls are Muslim, Lull Ihcy say we are hard liners. Mori 1 Hindu kids 
sleep hungry every night than Muslim, but they say Muslims are downtrodden.' 

Parekh-ji stopped to have a glass of water. 'They say to me, Parekh-ji, why do 
van know so iiiuiiv pok; n laris/ i sa'.. I am a scrvuni o:'t'iod. [ uidn'i warn lo |oin 
poklics. Hill if I an a Hindu want jLlslice. ! need lo gel involved ill how Ihe to. II n try 
is rum. And what other way is there to get involved than join politics? So, here I 
am hai:' sa fir ini, halt' white - at your service.' 



The audience gave a mini applause, including Omi. Ish and [ were too overfed 

'But there is hope. You know when' this hope riion-s from - C.ujarat. We are a 
slate of businessmen. And von might say a hundred had things about a 
businessman, but you cannot deny that a businessman sees reality. He knows 
how ;hr pm"ls acid up. how lii-.- work! works. We ivmi i sland l"i>r hvpocrisv or 
unfairness. Thai is why, we don't elect the pseudo- secular parties. We are not 
connniirii.il. >t tirr honest. And it' we read, ii is because we have been bearing 
pain for a long time.' 

The audience broke into full applause. I used the break to step out into the 
tie.iii o;ak j a ui j-'iilekll-ii's kaiise ailii sil .Ml mi ini i anl'lv ei^n.ei: .-.win::;, l-'ateidl-ii 
spoke insiiir' i"o: ii ii ninre miir.ii'S. inaudible lo me. I looked at the slais above 
and though! of the man on the velvet cushion. It was strange, 1 was both 
all raided lo and repelled bv him. lie had charisma and lunacy at the same time. 

After his speech there were a few more closing mantras, followed by two 
bhajans by a couple of priests from Qhuj. Ish came out. 'You here?' 

* 

I reached Ishaan's house at 7 p.m. on Tuesday. She sat at her study table. Her 
room had the typical girlie look - extra clean, extra eule and extra pink. Sniffed 
toys and pooler's with cheesy messages like 'I am die buss' adorned riie wills ill' 
the room. 1 sal on the chair. Her brown eyes looked at me with full attention. [ 
couldn't help but notice that her childlike face was in the process of turning into 
a beautiful woman's. 

'So which areas of nialhs air you strong in?' 

'None really,' she said. 

'Algebra?' 

'Nope.' 

Trigonometry?' 
"Whatever. 1 

She raised her eyebrows as if I had mentioned a horror movie. 
'Really?' 1 said, disturbed at such indifference to my favourite subject. 
'Actually, I don't like maths much.' 

'Hmmm.' I said and tried to be like a thought I'm professor. 'You don't like it 
much or you don't understand a few things and so you don't like it yet? Maths 

'Fun?' she said with a disgusted expression. 
'Yes.' 

She sal up slraiglil ami .shook her head. 'Lei mc make myself clear 1 positively 
hale maths. For me it occupies a place right tip there with cockroaches and 

or a nut It, 

miles lo .Lift waier m Kajnsihnn. I would nude my malhs problems for (hat walk, 
everyday. Maths is the worst Ihing ever invented by man. Whal were they 
I l"ii;can.i?' J Language is too easy, so let's make up some creep," symbols -.ind 
ma rape file Ibem in hauni every yem-iai ion of kals. Who cares :f sin Ihera :s 



'Wow, that's some reaction,' 1 said, mv mouth still open. 

'And fun? If maths is fun, then getting a tooth extraction is fun. A viral 
infection is Tun Rabies shors are fun.' 

'I (hink you are approaching it the wrong way.' 

years. From classes one to twelve, this subject does not go away. People have 
niy.hiiuaros nboi.il monsters. I have Tu^hi mares a.boui surprise maths losls. 1 
know you scored a hundred mid you an- in luvr with il. Bui remember, in most 
parts of the world maths means onlv one thing to students. 1 

She stopped to breathe. I had the urge to get up and run away. Haw can I tame 
a wild beast? 

'Gooseb limps. See 1 already have them,' she said, pudinji iter kameez sleeve up 
to her elbow. 1 I nought the little pink dots on her skin were more from her 

I also noticed her thin arm. I! was sr> imr eon i h hj Lii sre juv ■. .'ins i-ij in 

seemed long as they were so thin. She had applied a glittery silver-white 
nairpolish only on the outer edge of the nails. How do women come up with these 

ideas? 

'What?' she said as i cheeked oul her arm (in n moment loo long. 

I immediately opened a icvibook. ■ Mol hniR My iol) is lo leneh you ntiillts, nul to 

'I want to go to a college in Mumbai.' "Excuse me? 1 

'! want to gel oul of Ahmed. ibad. But mom and dad won't let me. Unless, of 
course, It is foi i prestigious com si like medi gineering Engineering has 

I realised lli.n '.'idvii ikii tint have nil in if run] pause ballon. And since I hah 
only no hour and I he miorinl equivalent of (-limbing Kyi- rest bare I no I. ] wan led In 

'So, whichtopic would you like to start with?' 
'Anything without equations.' 

'I saw your medical er.lianee exam course. Looks like there me ,-. !■ v. s-.t'Ltrie. 

areas ihai are relatively easier.' 

I opened the medical exam en I ranee guitte and lurried ii towards her. 

'See this, probability.' I said. This and yxTiuuiaiiom will be i wen ly- live per cent 

we start with this? P q 

'Sure,' she said and took out a brand new exercise hook. She kept two pens 
parallel In ihe nolebook. She opened Ihe lies' pas'.- of Ihe probability chapicv like 
she was the most diligent student in India. Most ehtelcss, probably. 

'Probability: i said, 'is easily the most fun. I say this because you can actually 
use the concepts in mobabilm to solve cvervdnv problems. 1 

Like what? 1 

Like what whet?' 

'What every da' problems ,an you si ijvr-v she r|t:i.::'ed, lira slenii aside a strand 

of hair. 



'Weil, you are going ahead, but let's see.' 1 looked around for all easy example. 
1 noticed her impeccably done-up room, tucked in pink bedsheets. On the 
opposiif wall iffir poster:, ill' Wi-silit'r. Harksirei-t finvs. Hriihik h'oshan. Next 10 
them was a wall ol' src'iiui; raids. 'See those cards?' 

They are birthday cards from my school friends. I had my birthday two months 

I ignored the information overload. Say there are twenty of them. Most are 
white, though. Some are oalourcd. How many?' 

'Five coloured ones,' she sank si mining ihe i mils, her eyes asking 'so?' 

'Cool, live. Now let's sav 1 take all the cards and pat them In a sack. Then I pull 
out one card, whal is the prnbabilily the rani is coloured?' 

'Why would eou an: I hi-iii in a sack?' she said. 

'Hypoi helical, whal is ihe chance?' 

Ok, so let's use this example to start the basic premise of probability. 
Probability can be defined as,' I said as I wrote the lines: 

Probability = No of times something ynu want happens / No of limes somelhing 
can happen 

'How come there are no symbols?' she said. 

many difi'ei'fiil i (,n!s .-.in nui;f <nir ill pin mi: nur rani irara fliivk ofiwrmW 

■Br ... twenty? 

■Yes, of course. Qood.' 

'Duhl' she said. 

I controlled my irritation, f dumbed down the problem for her and she duh-ed 
me. Some attitude, there. 

'And now the numerator. I want a coloured card. Htm- ma ililibrenl coloured 
cards can come out if I pull onc7' 

'Five?' 

'Yep. And so iiM'.s apph oar u : .ijiI\ fn:"n:ula. I saiti and wrote down. 

Probability = No of times something you want Imppens 15} / No of times 
somethiju) enn haji/K-i: 1201 So. prnhahilil v = = 0.25 

'There you go. The probability is 0.25, or twenty-five per cent." I said and placed 
the pen back on the table. She reread what 1 wrote for a few moments. 

'That is simple. But the exam problems are harder,' she said at last. 

Wr will gel there. But the basic concept needs to be understood first. And you 

:. She rushed to her bedside 



ished three more problems in the neNl ha 
r iiLi fur.us. Good nib!' I pra;prd her as she : 
want tea?' she said, ignoring mv mmiiliu 
hanks, I don't like to have loo much lea.' 
me neither. 1 like coffee. You like coffee?' 
e probability and you should too. Can we 
cellphone beeped again. She dropped her 



'Leave it. No SMS-ing in my class ,' 1 said. 

She was zapped at ray firmness. But I am no Mr Nice, and 1 hate people who 
are not focused. Especially those who hate maths. 
'Sony,' she said. 

'Wc only have an hoar. Do your fun acliviiiirs lali-r.' 'T said suny' She pir.krd ap 
ln.-r pi.-n again and oprni.id 1 1 in- rayi in disgust. 



Five 



You. Musi. Come. Now.' The kill sucked in air alier every won I. 'Mi. Is...' Relax 
F'aras.' ish ■ i.'iil 1 he pan I i ni? I Hi'.". 1 [e had come ru nn in.'? "ion", [hi- nelrninpj r 
Municipal School and M as insistine, we j;o with him. 

'He f'liicsii'i |il. ii ri n k.' i iha i o'hia. I If a brays' plays marbles, rtcase come today, 

Ish bhaiya,' 

Omi had already stepped out. I locked the cashbox and told the owner of the 

We reached our school's l;T.n Lciim- grounds. Twrnl y boys circled Ali. 
'1 don't wanl to play now,' a voice said from the centre of the crowd. 
A thin, almost malnourished bov sat on the ground, his face covered with his 

bands. 

The crowd backed off. Some kids volunteered to he fielders. Omi became the 
iviekor keeper I stood near tin 1 howler's end, liI I hi; umpires slot. Ali look (he 
etcasc He si rained hard :ij look al the linwler. The crowd clapped as Ish took a 

I t 

lab's run-up was fake, as he slopped near me. A grown man bowling pace to a 
Iwelvo-ycar-okl lk silly. Isli looked al die boy and bowled a simple lollipop 

The slow ball pitched midway and took its time to reach I 



;ave a half smile. Mi's bat bad not hit the ball, but bis pride. The crowd 
L 

ook an eleven-step run-up for the nexl hall. He grunted when the ball left 
id. The ball bo u need in Ali's siumider .-Mi spun on one leg as if in a dance 

e balls, three sixes - Ish looked molested. Omi's mouth was open but he 
I on wicket -keeping. I thiol; he was trying hi ronlrol his reaction for Ish's 

s a freak. Ali the freak. Ali the freak,' a kid fielding at mid-on shouted and 

ip.vi: the fielder a glare. 

mts thrice. He changed his grip and did some 
1 and ran forward with full force, 
.st, but was a full toss, ish's frustralion showed in this delivery. It 
nnent. Ali took two steps forward and smashl The ball went high 
il the ground, aloio.si hittu'.K a classroom window. 



I laughed. ] knew I shouldn't have, hut I did. 
h.impii.'ii of mv bateh raped so in public hv a mere I' 
it least to me. Actually, only to me. 

'WhatV lsh demanded in disgust. 

'Nothing,' I said. 

'Where is the fucking bail?' 

'They nre trying to find it. You want to buy one froi 
Ightly. 

lsh was about to lake a run-up when Ali sat down a 

What happened?' Omi was the first to reach him. 'I 
:an 1 go back now?' Ali said, his chiidisii voice almost 

Omi looked ai lsh and me. I shrugged. '1 told you, 
is. Ali stood. Can I go?' 

We nodded. From his pocket, Ali took out some ; 
■yes. Rolling them in in^ hand, he li lt the ground. 



mental trauma yesterday, i couldn't do much apart from making my besi cup of 
gniget lea in the hank kitchen. 

'It can't be just lurk, righiv No way,' lsh answered his awn qestions. 

I nodded mv hvi-ul i awards 11 plate oi bi.si u:i ^. whirli lie ignored. I wondered if 
I h'- All episode would ' i:.a'' piTinar.eni dama;;i- la .sh apper.i... I sh continued to 
i a Ik In himself as I amed myself oui. Omi moved an ai sii-aps. Hi- also belted out 
Ha.au rnaa ji's foil v verses uklng with (lie cuercise. I loved I his link- ] mini ins break 
- between ihe siudeals leaving and I he snap's ripening. Ii save rue lime to think. 
And these davs I onlv thought ahout the new shoo. Twenty-five Ehduaanfl rupees 
saved already, and fifteen thousand more by December,' 1 mumbled, 'If the 
builder accepts forty as deposh, 1 can secure the Na\ rangpura h-ase by year end.' 

I poured myself anuiher eup of lea. 'Here ace vmr shop's keys. Mama. We are 
moving to our shop in Navrangpura, in the air-conditioned mall,' I repeated my 
dream dialogue inside mv head for the hundredth time. Three more months, I 
assured myself. 

Tou guys ale all the biscuits?' Omi came to us as he finished his exercise. 

Omi shouk his head. He opened a polvpaek of milk and put it to his mouth. 
Lfke me, he didn't have much tea. Caffeine ran in Ish's family veins though. I 
remembered Vklva offering me lea. Si lipid girl, i!ub-ing me. 

'Srill thinking ai AliV Omi said la lsh. wiping ids anik ninustache, 

'He is amazing, mar. I didn't bawl mv nest, bin mil so bad either. Rul he iu.sl. 
just...,' Words faded lsh. 

'Four sixes. Incredible!' Omi said, 'No wonder thev call him a freak. 1 

'Don't know if he is a freak. But he is good,' lsh said. 

Tnesr Muslim kids man. You never know whal....' Onn Siiid ami gulped (lie 



dish. 8 P " P ybey ° P 

Jhttty You will leach 1h.11 mi;llii:i kill V 1 inn s IVn-t- [urned worrisome, 
will leach the btsi player in Rebiniipue Thai l;id has icrims potential. You 
* like...' Team India? 1 1 suggested. 

hh, don't tempt late, but yes. I want to teach him. They'll ruin him in that 
iol. They can barely teach I be course I ben-, forget sports.' 
Jc lire nol teaching a Muslim kid,' Omi vrioril. 'Ruino Mi.nmt will kill me.' 
Jon't overreact. He won ', know. We just icaoh him ar Ihc bank.' Ish said. For 
the rest of the argument, Ish and Omi just exchanged stares. Ultimately, like 
always, Omi gave in to Ish. 

Tour choice. Make sure he never comes near the temple. Ill Bittoo Mama finds 
out, he will kick us oui of the shop.' 

is right. We need the shop for a few more months,' I said. 
Iso need to go to the doctor,' Ish said. 'Doctor?' I said. 

lead was hurting after four balls. 1 want a doctor to see him before we 
begin pracl Icing.' 

'You'll have Hi lull; Hi his pari.' n 1 s if vui.l ivanl him to pay,' I said. 
11 teach him for free,' Ish said. 'Bui si ill. for Indian parents cricket equals ; inn: 
waste.' 'Then we'll go Lo his house,' Ish said. 'I am not going to any Muslim 
bouse,' Omi said aimos.1 hystei iemh 'I am not going.' 
'Lei's go open I he shop fiisl. M's business lime.' I said. 

No cricket, I like marbles,' Ali protested for the fifth time. Ish took four 
chocolates fat the shop's expense, idiot) for him, a reward for every sixer. Ali 
■ i ccpted the i hominies u;i s.ilU no r i j .. iu:ket co.u hir.g. i-.ini a fooi -slumping no 

'Our shop has marbles, 1 cajoled. 'Special blue ones from Jaipur. One dozen for 

All looked at me h ins r vvv- green marbles. 

' I vv < i dozen if vol i "line for one eric!:,-! marking class m i be ino: ning,' I said, 

'Doctor is fine, for coaching class, ask abba.' 

'Give me abba's nan-v ami address," I said. 

'Naseer Alam, seventh pol, third house on the ground floor.' 

'What name did you say?' Omi said. 

'Naseer Alam,' Ali repeated. 

'1 have heard the name somewhere. But 1 can't recall...' Omi murmured, but 
Ish ignored him. 



'Weir- cime. nice to have someone young in my clinic for n change.' Dr Verma 
removed his spectacles. He rubbed his fifiy-y ear-old eyes. 

His wrinkles had niuliiplied since 1 lasi mel him three years ago. His once 
black hair had iemed while. Old age sucks. 

'And who is this little tiger? Open your mouth, baba,' Dr Verma said and 
switched on his torch oui ofbabii. 'Wliai happened?' 



'Nothing's wrong. We have some questions,' Ish said. 
The doctor put his torch down. Questions?' 

This boy is gifted in cricket I want ro know how he does it,' Ish said, 
'Does what? l"lr Vcrma said. Sunn- people arc jusi talented.' "I bowled 

to him. lie slammed sixes on all of them,' Ish said. 

'What?' Dr Verma said. He knew Ish was one of the best playe 

neigh bourh nod. 

'Unbelievable tint true.' i chimed in. 'Also, he sal down after lour ball 

Dr Verma turned to Ali. You like cricket, baba?' 
No,' Ali said. 

This is more complicated than the usual viral fever. What happened 
lour halls, baba? 1 

'Whenever I play with concentration, my head starts hurting, Ali sai 



ma said, returning. ') 
lospital. He is an eye 
n USA. In fact, I have; 



We nodded. I reached for mv wall 
' Fascinating.' Dr MiiKitni said or 
had spent two hours with Ali. He 



i h<v,.: firs 



'I miss my sports-doctor flays, Verma. This love lor 
tlot,' Dr Multani said. He ordered tea and khakra for all of us. 
Are we done?' Ali said and yawned, 

'Almost. Play marbles in the garden outside if you want, 1 I |r Multani said. He 
:ept quiet until Ali left. 

'That was some work, Multani, for ti lie; 1c headache,' Dr Verma s.iid. 

'It Is not just a headache,' Dr Multani said and munched a kliakra. 'Ish is right, 
bo b"Y i> rMi rp: i'.ir.i-llv gifted.' 

'How? I blunoil. Whrt! wns in Ihosi- lesls ihal said Ali could smash any howler 



The boy has hyper-reflex, it is 
be a gift for cricket.' 

'Hyper what?' Omi echoed. 

'Hyper reflex,' Dr Multani lilted ;t rour.d glass pi»:>et neighl from I lis tabl. 
pretended to hurl it at Omi. Omi ducked 'When 1 ihrmv ibis at you, what d- 

warning and everything happened in a split second. Thus, you didn't 



uciai: Dr Multan 



I looked at Ali outside from the window. He was using a catapult to shoot one 
marble to hit another one. 

So Ali has good reflexes. Thai s ii?' Ish said. 

'His reflexes are al least ten times better than ours. But there is more. Apart 
from reflex action, the human brain makes decisions in two other ways. One is 
th' iotig. analysed mode - the problem goes throu;.;h a r:;!nniur- i-uiahsis in our 
brain and we deride I lip course of arnon. Ami ihrr. [here is a separate, second 
way that's I'usier iiur less accurate. Normally, ihc long way is used and we are 
aware of ir. Bui sometimes, in urgent siiualiuns, Ihc brain chooses the shorlcul 
way. Call it a quick-think mode. 1 

We nodded as Dr Multani continued: 

'in reflex action. >hr' Iciiii: short-circuits the 1 buikine. pri>c:'ss ki.iI nets. 1-le can 
just alum I [lurk, forget try to catch ii. However, the response lime is supctTast. 
Sports has moments I has requires vou in think in rverv possible way - analysed, 
quick-think or reflex.' 

And Ali?' Ish said. 

Dr Militant picked up lite MK'i win again. 'Ali's brain is I'asi mining. His first, 
second anil even the Ihinl relies ivav of thinking is fused His response Lime is as 
fast as that of a relies action, yet his derision making is as accurate as the 
analysed mode Vou may think he hit that super-fast delivery of yours by luck, but 
his In am sow its path easih'. hike n was a soft throw.' 

But I bowled fast,' 

Yes, but his brain ran register li and art acron.linglv. H it is iiard to visualise ... 
lniajCnc that Ali sees the ball in slow motion A normal placer will use the second 
or third way of thinking to hit a fast ball. Ali uses the first. A normal player needs 
years of practice ro ensure his second wa\ gels as accurate to play well. Ali 

li look us a minute to digesl Dr Multani's words. We definitely had to use the 
first way of thinking to understand it. 

'To him a pare dele. cr\ is siow 11:01 ton V ish I ried again. 

'Only to ills brain, as it .inalvs'-s fa si I'll rou rse, it" you hit him wi;h a ii.sl ball 
he will gel hurt.' 

'But how can he hit so far?' Ish said. 

'He doesn't hit much. He changes direction of the already fast ball. The energy 
in that ball is mostly yours.' 

'Have you seen other pitied planus like liitoV 1 warned 10 know. 

Kot to this degree, this Ljuv's bruin is wired differently. Some may call it a 
delect, so I suggest you don't make a big noise about it' 

Dr Mullani sighed. 'Well, run at the moment. His headaches are a problem, for 
io.sianre. While his liram 11111 anulyse fast, h .ilso tires quickly. He needs to slay 
in the gome. He has 10 survive Until his brain gels refreshed 10 use the girt again.' 

'Can that happen?' Ish said. 

Yes, under a training regimen. And he has to learn the other aspects of cricket. 
I don't think he ever runs between the wickets. The hoy has no stamina. He is 

1 am going Id eo.u h him.' Kb vowed. And Omi will help. Omi will make him ear 
; inn make aim fit.' 

'No, I can't,' Omi refused as aU looked at him. 'Dr Verma, tell 1 hem why I can't.' 



'Because he's a Muslim. Multani, remember Naseer from the Muslim 
University? Ali is his son.' 

'Oh, that Naseer? Yes, he tisetl in campaign in ih<- unive csisv eteriions. Used to 
be a firebrand once, bui 1 haw heard ihni he has toned down.' 

Yes, he is in politics full time now. Moved from a pure Muslim to a secular 

[ round oui after you guys left yesterday. Sometimes i feel 1 run a gossip 
centre, mil a din if.' Dr Verma ehmkled. 'Anyway, dial's rhi: issui: Ihcn. A priest's 
son teaching a Muslim boy.' 

'Shut up, Gnu 1 en: see whn: ue have here':' Ish spoke. 

Omi slood U[j. gave Isii a disapproving gNmee anil led ihe room. 

'How about ihe sink at.ndeim 0 ' Dv Ver:nn .said. They'll rain him. Ish said. 

1 agree.' Dr Multani paused, 'lie is too young, Muslim and poor. And he is 

We lelt Ihe clinic. I took out lour marbles I'rom niv poekel and called Ali, 
'Ali, time to go. Here, catch.' 

I threw the four marbles high in the air towards him. 1 had thrown them 
purposely apart. 

Ali looked aivav from his gamp and saw Ihe mariiles ni n ■ :a i r. He remained m his 
squat [it.isiiii.in and raised his left hand hifjh. One, two, three, four - like a magic 



Six 



He won't agree, I spoke io him already,' Ali huffed. We reached the end of 
ISi-li-ampui 1 Id gel io his house. He lived in a partirulaih. squalid :>ol. Ali pressed 
the hell. 1 noiir.c: his father's niijnrplalc had a molif of ihf secular political parly. 

Ali, so laic again,' Ins diirl said as In- opened Iho dour. He wort: an in 1 1 y^i -i: c_ i : i I j 1 1 ■ 
black achkan. whit hi conli-aslt'd will; Ins wlide beard and ,i ugh-, skullcap oi lact 
material, lie looked around sixty, which meant Ali came late in his life. 

And who are you gentlemen?' he said. 

'I am ishaan,' Ish said. And das is Covind and Orai. We arc All's friends.' 

'Friends?' Ali's dad said, Lmdcrlinrm; :l-.c absurd ay difference. 

Tes abba, they came to play cricket at the school. They have a sports shop. I 
told you, remember? 1 'Come in,' Ali's dad said. 

We sat ill lh(- living mom. Ali's mollicr. wearing a in own -Co Inured saliva:- soil, 
brought in glasses ni [nahaiaa. Even ibnngJi a dupaiin cmcnil riinsi til' her lace, 1 
could make out thai she musl've been al Icasl Iwcnlv years younger than her 
husband. She stolded Ali for not studying for his test the next day. I think Indian 
mothers have two tasks - to tell children to eat more or study more. 

'We wanted to in Ik nbotil i naehmg Ah: Ish began nflcr All led [he coom ivilh his 

'Crickel coaching? No, Ihanks. Wc arc not interested.' Ali s d.id said in a tone 
'Look above.' Ali's dad said and pointed lo the roof, 'look, there are cracks on 

the ceiling. There is this room and one oilier tiny room dial 1 have taken On rent 
Does it look like, the house of a person who can afford cricket coaching?' 
'We won't be charging Ali,' Ish said. 

1 glared al Ish. I hate n when he gi'. cs dis< ouai s a: 'fa- shun, hui ; : i hun.cii-d per 

cent oir is Insane. 

'What will he do with critkcl coaching? Alrcadv school is dill'itidt for him after 
the madrasa. This is the first time Ali is studying maths. And I can't even afford a 

Oovind tearhes niaihs.' Ish said. 
'Whal?' Ali's dad and I said together. 

'Really, he is the best in Belrampllr. He got hundred per tent marks in the 
Class Xli board exam,' 

1 double glared ai Ish. I was fullv booked in tiiiunns and I already taught his 
clown of a sister For free. 'Bui Ish, I can't,' I said. 

'Maybe wc can do a combined deal If you allow him cricket coaching wild us. 
we will teach him maths for free. Ish stce. ignoring my words. 

'How can 1 teach for free? I have paviii;; students wailing, 1 said. 

■For^'rec?' I mouthed to him. 

'1 am sorry, but this is how I earn my living. I can't...' I said, in a desperate 
attempt to salvage my asshole image. 

'Just take it from my salary, uk? Can yon lei me talk'/ Ish said with greal 



Ali's dad said, 'You km™ I am a member of ibe secular parts'?' 
'We saw the sign,' I said. 

'Would you like lo umu: and visii our parly sometime?' 

Orai suddenly stood up. 'Do you know who you Erie talking to? I am Pandil 
Shastri's son. You have seen the Swami temple in Belrampur or 1101?' His voict 
was loud, 

Ish pulled Omi's clhniv lo make him sil down. 
'How does thai rnai-i'r. son"- All s dad said. 
You are telling me to come visit your party? I am a Hindu.' 
'We won't hold thai again si vc.u .' All's father y j"i i l 1 1 I . 'On is is a secular party.' 
'It is not secular. [|. is suck-ular nan v. Huck-tip pnliiics, ihat is ail you know 
No wonder Muslims like you flock I here. Now Ish, ivc hit: leaving or not?' 
'Orai, behave yourself, we came [or All.' 

1 don't care. Let him play marbles and fail maths. If Bittoo Mama finds out I 

am here..,' 

'Bittoo is your Mama?' Ali's dad said. 

'He Is your opposil ion. And a suck up parly will never win in Belrampur.' 
'Calm down, son. Sit down,' Ali's dad said. 

Omi sat down and Ish massaged his shoulder Gnu rarely dared up, but when 
he did, it look several pacifying ladies to get him bark to normal. 
'Here, have a banana. I know you arc hungry, 1 Ish soothed. 

ecular politics, son. I was in a hardline party,' Ali's dad said 

i" pane 10 yours.' Onii sail] 

t. But why are you so against us? The party has ruled the country foi 
s, we must be doing something right.' 



'It's ok, Ish. I rarely gel young people to 1 nil-: lo. Lei him speak his mind,' f 

lad said. 

I don't have anything to say. Lei's go,' Omi said. 
The communal parlies area'! pe Mi-el eilher.' Ali's dad said. 
I guess even Ali's dad loved to argue. 

'There you go. Here is the bias, you call us communal. Your party gi 
(reference to Muslims, but it is secular. Why?' Omi said. 'What preference h 
ve given?' Ali's dad said. 'Why rant you lei us make a temple in Ayodhya?' t 
.aid. Because [here is a mosque there already' 

But there was a temple there before.' 'That is not proven,' 

'It has. The government keeps hiding those reports.' 



'Whatever. It is not an ordinary place. We believe it is Ihe birthplace of our lord. 
We said, "Give us thai site, and we will move the mosque respectfully next door." 
Bui you can I even do I hat. And we. ihe mnjntily. ran'i have lhai oae Unit request 
fulfilled. Parckhm is right, whin I nip.: dots a Hindu have in [his country 7' 

'Oh, so it is Parekh-ji. Ik- iaugbl vou all ihis^ All's dad almost smirked. 

'He didn't teach us. Our cause is labelled communal, it is not Cool to talk 
about it. But because Hindus don't talk, you think they don't feel anything? Why 
do you think people listen hi Pnrckh ji? because somewhere deep down, he 
slrikos a chord. A cam nun i chord nl" resi-ru Jrn-isl is brcw-ini; Mr Nusccr. cvtn il" it is 
not talked abouf 

A lot of Hindus vale lor us. '. tu; shot; Id iv. .' All's lather said. 

'Jul slowly they mill see the truth.' 

'Son, India is a free country. You have a right in your views. My only adi ice is 
Hinduism is a great religion, bin ilon't get extreme.' 

'Hah, don't tell me about bein.g cxli-cmr. Wf know wlik h rfli.nit.in is extreme.' 

I wasn't sure if Omi really believed in what he said, or if he was revising lessons 
givfti by Pa.rckh-ji. Mr never spoke aboill tins to Isli and me, but. snmewiien- 
deep down, did hi: also Iff I Kin Hi' 'no Mama? 1;' Ish's passion whs cricket and my 
passion was business, was Oini's passion religion? Or mnyi.ni. like must people, 

i n.i ■■'■i in, i .1 . i'i 'i. r.i i 1 '. f ■■' if.' 1 a! i 'Mi i':f ii '. in '■ 

'Can we please make a pacl lo 1101 disruss polil ics?' Ish pleaded as he signalled 

You stiU fine with sending your son?' I asked All's dad, wondering if he had 
changed his mind after Ornis outbursts. 

'Don't be silly. We are communicating our differences That is what is missing 
in this country. Il's ok, I trust you with my son.' | 

We. stood up 10 If ave and rca< hfd the door, tsh i onlirmed ihe praclicc lime - 7 

'Come, I will ■.' a Ik eon bin s in I be mam road. I like in lake n iirilk alter chine:".' 

Ah" s dad said. 

Wc walked out of Ali's house. Omi held bis head down, pinbably iceling 
ashamed a: having raised his voir e. Ali's dad spoke niiaiii. I am inn par!ir ularJy 
fond of my own party' 

'Really?' 1 said when no one said anything. 

■Yes, because at oac level, they loo. kke ail pnlnical panies. spend more lime 
placing politics Ihan ■.vorkini', Ibr the eoanrry. Cifaiin.g diiTcrtnccs. laking sides, 
fausing divides thev know this loo well.' 

All of us nodded to say goodnight. But Ali's dad was not finished. 'It is like two 
r ii si on ie is go lo a re si an ram ami I be manage:' nives I hem oai\ one plaie of Intnl. 
And if you want lo eat. you must fighl ihe otbei guy. the Iwo guy?, gel busy 
li.ghhn.g, and some pcopir lell Ihun lo make amends and eat halt plan: each. In 
all 'hi~. Ibe'.' forge! die real is^ae - whv ditln : I be manager provide -iivo plan s 'il 
food?' 

1 noticed Ali's dad's face. Behind the beard and the moustache, there was a 
'Good point, Ihe fight is created. That is why I am never big on religion or 



food, females, whatever. Ho' 
They km rriioh older, on lh( 

Even Omi had lu laugh. 

'So Hindus and Muslims 



lot talking about il 
shop. I figured on 



Ali c 

hand and his crir.ke! bat in the other. 

■Cricket first. Keep the books away, 1 ish said. 

The boy looked startled by the sudden it 
opened the vault. Ah tliosr mi nnpiv linker and pui down his books. Faresh eui 
Naveen, two other kids had also come for cricket practice. They were both Mi 
age but looked stronger. 

'Boys, run around the backyard twenty times, 1 Ish ordered in bis drill sergeat 
voice. His decision on how many rounds ib.r kids omsi run was arbitrary. 1 Ihin 
he enjoyed this firsl dose ol' power everyday. 

I went upstairs to the vault to look'at All's books. The notebooks were blanl 
The maths textbook was for Class VII, but looked untouched 

1 came out lo the firsl floor balcony. The sluilenls were- on Iheir morning jog. 

'What?' Ish said as Ali slopped iiiicr five rounds. 

'1 ... can't ... run,' Ali heaved. 

Omi smirked. 'Buddy, people here do hundred rounds. How are you going 1 



:t play?' Ali said. 'You have - 



After exercises, Ish did catch and field practice. Ish stood in the middle with 
the bat as everyone bowled to him. He lobbed the ball high and expected myonr 

All right, lei's plav,' Ish clapped his hands .'Paresh, you are with me. We'll bowl 
first. Naveen you be in Mi's team and bat first.' 

Naveen rook ;be crease and All became- the runner. Navt-cn strurk on Pan-sh's 
1'inirih ball, [sli r,m lo set i 1 "' ha", li was an easy iwo runs, bul All's laziness 
meani Ihcv •••>uh] score unlv on:. 1'aresti look 1.1 Ihrce step run up anil bawled. Ali 
struck, the ball rose and hurled towards the first floor. 1 ducked in the first tloor 
balcony. The hall went past me and hit the branch manager s office window. 

Paresh had lire same shocked expression as Ish, when Ali had hit a six off his 
first ball. 

■Hey, what? You hero or something?' Ish ran to Ali. Ali looked puzzled at the 

'This is nol a > ri> kri li.rnu r.d V.'i are plavinr' in .1 h.ink. if 1 ho i nil iioes out and 
hits someone, who will be responsible? What if things break? Who will pay?' Ish 

Ali still looked surprised. 

'fihm up. Hey Ali, 1 know you can do that. Leam the other aspects of the game.' 

'Ok, listen. 1 am sorry. 1 did nut mean to...," Ish said. That is all ! know. 1 can't 
do anything else,' Alls voice cracked. 

'We will teach you. Now why don't you bowl?' 

Ali didn't b.-n anymore thai clay. Ish kepi iht- pearlier- simple i'or ihc- nexi half 
an hour ill ill tried not to scream. Tin.: lallcr was 101 li;h- especially r localise he ivas 
an animal when il. came 10 cricket. 

'Get your books from upstairs. We will studv in the backyard,' I told a sweaty 
'Ali. 

He brought hi- books rim 1 . 11 and nac-ncd 1 1:.- in si < hauler of ■lis maths book, it 
iviss on Iraei ions and decimals. 

Omi brought two polypneas or' milk, 'lie re.' he gave one to 
Ish. 

Thanks,' Ish said, and tore it open with his mouth. 
'For what?' Ish said, ai'lcr inking a big sip. 

'Give it to your stick insecl.' Omi .said. Have voir seen his arms? They arc 
thinner than the wicket. You want to make him a player or not?' 
■You give him yourself,' Ish smiled. 
Omi shoved Ihc inilk par kel acne Ali and left. 
Tou have done some fractions before?' I said. 
He nodded. 

1 told him to simplify 24/64 and he started dividing the numerator and 
dciiooiniaror hi hvo avails anil a(!a;n. 1 il course, he lai ked the mi union he had in 
liiliiUK sixes in rna I denial ics. However, his la r her had I rice! his best. 

'See you at the shop,' Ish told me and turned to Ali, 'Any questions on cricket, 

champ?' 



Why do people run between the wickets to score runs?' Ali said, nibbling the 
That's how you score. It's the rule,' Ish said. 

'No, not thai way. I mean why run across ami risk jiclliug mil for one or two 
runs when vou can hit six with one shot? 1 

Ish scratched his head. 'Keep your questions to maths,' he said and left. 
★ 

'I have figured it out. The young generation from the Sixlics to the Figtilics ls 
the worst India ever had. These thirty years are an embarrassment for India,' Ish 
said as we lay down in the shop. 

We had spread a mat on the shop s floor. A nap was a great way to kill rime 
during, slow iifii.Trii.nins. II was exam lime and business whs moilcsi. Omi snouted 
while Ish and 1 had our usual philosophical discussion. 

'Not all that bad,' I said. 'We won the World Cup in 1983,' 

'Yeah, we placed good iTjekrii. run tiiiil's nboui ii. We reniaaicd prior, kepi 
I'LfJilin.K wars, electing I he same conlrol freaks who did iililhin" for 1 I he Country. 

neck out. Just one corrupt banana republic marketed by the leaders as this new 
socialist, intellectual nation. Tanks and thinktanka, nothing else, 1 ish said. 

'And guess who was at ihe top? Whreli pariv? Secular nonsense again.' Omi 
joined in, opening one eye. 

"Well, your risen wipe, types clidn'l csacilv ;;e! I heir aet loiiclhcr cilher,' Ish said. 

'We will, man. We are so ready. You wait and see, elections next year and 
Gujarat is ours.' Omi said. 

'Anyway, screw jxiliia-s. My pimu is, lhai ihe clueless Sixties to Eighties 

'Zeroes.' 7 



who never did anything wnnhwhile in their primctime. 
Sea e fill ion is running 1 In- Slur TV gc iier.lt ion,' Ish said. 

I clapped. Wow. wisdom is tree at the Team India Cricket Shop:' 

'Fuck off. Can't have a discussion around here. You think only you are the 
inreileiTua] Ivpe. I nm ius; a rric.kcl runel'.. Ish grumbled. 

'No, you are ihe iniellcci ual, bro. i am I hi; sleepy lype. Now ean we rrsi until 
the next peskv kid comes.' 1 said, closing mv eves Our nan uas soon interrupted. 

'Lying down, well done. When renl is cheap, shopkeepers Will sleep,' Bittoo 
Mama's voice made us all sit up. Now what the hell was he doing here? 

'It is slow litis time of ihe day. Mama.' Omi said as In: pulled oul a stool. He 
signalled me In gel 'ca. 1 npcnerl ihe cash lios and rook some eoins. 

'Get somclhing In cat as well. Mama said. I nodded. Now who ihe lin k pays lor 
Mama's snacks? The rent is not that cheap, I thought as I left the shop with a 
lake smile. I returned wilh lea for everyone. 

Mama was telling Omi, 'You come help rm if ir is slow ii. ihe afternoons. Your 
friends ean come loo. Winning a seat is not I hill easy. These secular guys arc 

'What do you want me to do. Mama?' Omi said as he took the tea glasses aft" 
Ihe r.mie and passed thc.m around. 



'We have to mobilise young people. Tell them our philosophy, warn them 
a^ams: 111; 1 in pnernes. i >i.i:i]-.£: eniu^aigi': time, we need people lo help us in 
pulilirlly. mikes. 'I here is work io lie none.' 

'I'll come next time, Mama,' Omi said. 

Tell others, too. If you see young people at the temple, tell them about our 
party. Tell them about me.' 

I stood up, disgusted. Ves, 1 couid see the point, in targeting temple visitors, 
given I hi- philosophy of the parly- Bui when someone enmes to pray, should (hey 
he pitched lo join polities? I opened the mo nun Is register in distract myself. 

'You nil! come?' Mama turned to Ish. 

'Someone has In man t he shop Ar irasl uir person, 'ven if ii i- slow . Ish said. 
Smart ass. -r.nl v.;! s su:>pos:'i I I'.i I ii' mv excuse. 'And vmi . UovjndV Mama said. 
'I am not into that sort of st.ulT. I am agnostic-, remember? 1 I said, still reading 

the register. 

'But this isn't about rclijiion It is about justice. And considering we gave vou 

'II is not \ mi! siioa. : mii's i l it .: I n-i- y..e, e 1 1 io i,s. And s'.iven Ihe location, the rent 
we pay is fair,' 1 said. 

I alone am enough. Ma.ma Dhirai will come as well, right?' Omi said, lo break 
the ever escalating tension between Mama and me. Dhiraj was Mania's fourteen- 
year-old son and Orni's cousin. 

'Look al his pi idrl This I wo- hi I slum and a juanl ego.' Mama said. 'If ( lent wasn'l 
there, I'd net you kicked out.' 

'There will be no need. We are leaving soon nnv.vav.' I said without Ihitiki n;j. i 
couldn't help it. I wanted to tell him only at I lie last minute, just before we moved 
to the Navrangpura mall. Hul I was sick of his palronising tone. 

'Oh, really? Where, yon will pull a hand ca t wilh ihese ha is ami bails? Mama 

'We are moving to Navrangpura mall. You can take vour shop back then.' 
'What?' Mama exclaimed. 

'We will make the deposit nest month. Possession when it opens in three 
months. This iivo-bit shop is ahoul to move to a prime location spoti.s store.' I 
said. 

Really?' Mama turned to Omi. " 

'How much is Ihe deposit?' Mama said. 
Forty thousand. We saved it,' I said. 

■You pay one thousand a month for this shop. If you were paying the market 
rent nf two, you wouldn't he able lo save I his much,' Mania said. 

1 kept quiet. 

'What? Now you an: i]uici. eh?' Mama stood up. 

What was I supposed to do? Jump and grab his feet? I was also giving iris 
nephew r iriploviin'nl and . j.-ULd share in me /msiness. Sure. >' Jn-.i was a friend, 
but given his (.ualifaai inns, nohorii would give him that stature. A cheaper tern 
was the least he could do. 

'Let me know when you want me, Mama, 1 Omi said. 

'Good, I'll see you,' lie said, 'continue your rest.' 



Seven 



Vidya nodded. I couldn't see her face as we sat side by side, but 1 knew shf 
jusi cried when she Idled a liund in wipe an eye. 

I opened her tuition notebook. I am a tutor, not a consoler. 'You did them al 
She shook hrr head. 'How many did vou do?' 

She showed me seven fingers. Ok.'seven out of ten weren't bad. But why wasi 
ill.- sa\ ing anything, 

'What's up?' I said, more to improve communication than the sight of h 
smudged eyes. 

'Nothing,' she said in a broken voice. 

A girl's 'nothing' usually means 'a lot'. Actually, it meant 'a lot and don't get r 
started'. I thought of a suitable response to a fake 'nothing'. 
■You want to go wash your face?' 1 said. 
'1 am fine. Let's gel started.' 

I looked at her eyes. Her eyelashes were wet. She had the same eyes as h 
brother. However, the brown was more prominent on her fair face. 

'Your second problem is mnrci loo,' I said, find licked her notebook. I almc 
wrote 'good' out of hui.iit. I norm;] Ik- [;:i i |di i vim i tK kills, sulci I hey loved it. ifl ma. 
comments like 'good', 'well done' or made ;i 'slur' against I heir answers. But Vid; 

'You did quite well,' 1 said as 1 finished li 
'Excuse me,' she said and ran to U 

'Listen, we can't have a productivt 
more complex problems today and....' 

'But 1 am not disturheri. it's Ciarima and her, well, forget it.' 
'Garima?' 

Yes. my cousin and best friend in Rnmbav. I tnid vou lusl lime.' 
'1 don't remember.' I said. 

'She told me last night she would SMS me in the morning. It is afternoon 
already, and she hasn't. She always does that.' 'Why don't you SMS her instead?' 

'I sim not doing Mini. .She said she: would. And so siir should, right?' 

I looked at her blankly, unable lo respond. 

'She is in this hi-fi PR iob, so she is too busv io type a line?' 

I wished that woman would SMS her so we could start class. 

'Next lime I will lell her I have somelhicig ■esilh loiporlanl lo 1 talk about, and 
not call her for two days.' she said. 

Some, 1 repeat only some girls, measure ibe sireuglh i.if ihcir friendship by the 
poivi: r in' thi' etiTiruniallv an in an U; .1 i' e minu s the\ i ■ i ■ "_ 1 1 ■. I uirh each other. 

Should we start?' 

Yeah, I am feeling beiiei . Than lis fur listening. 1 

'No problem. So u li.a happened in iinihleui eight?' I said. 

We immersed ourselves into probability for the nest half an hour. When she 
applied her mind, she wasn't dumb at maths as she came across on first 
lUipM-sst'in. I an she r. i re' 1 . u:i|i!ii-'.l it lor iiiocY i h,i:i u. [■ nana res. Oaee. she lind In 



change her pen. Then she had to reopen and fasten her hairclip. In fifteen 
minutes, she needed a cushion behind her back. After that her mother sent in tea 
iiiicl biscuifs Mild slip had In sip il every I hiriy seconds. Slill. ivo plowed along. 
Forty minutes inu> Mn class, she pi died her chair back. 

my life. Can we take a break?' 

She stood up straight ami blinked her eyes. 'Can we agree lu a five-ininiuo 
break during class? One shuuldn'i siudy mollis thai Uhim- H has 10 be bad lor 
you.' 

She kept hi'] n pen aside mid opened her hail". A strand :'ell on a:'. ami I pulled 

my hand away. 

'HOW is your picpuralinn fur nl her subjects? You rlcin'l hale Keif nee, do you?' 1 
said. I wanted to keep the break productive. 

I like science. But the way they teach it. it slicks,' Vidva said. 
'Like what? 1 

'Like the medieal entrance guides, Ihey have I hnusands of nudliple elioier- 
questions. You ligurc them out and then you are good enough to be a ductor. 
That's not how 1 look at science.' 

'Well, we have nD choice. There are very few good colleges and competition is 
tough,' 

1 know. But Ihf people who sel these exam papers. 1 minder il Ihey ever are 
curious annul eboniisir.- anvruore. Do they just cram up rcuciionsV Or do thev 
ever get fascinated by it? Do they ever see' a marble statue and wonder, it all 

madly spinning.' 

1 looked into her bright ryes. 1 wished ihey would In' as lii up when 1 laugh! her 
probability. 

'Or let's^talk of biology. Think ahout this,' she said and touched my arm. 'What 
is this?' 

'What?' ! said, taken aback by her contact. 

'This is your skin. Do you know there are communities of bacteria living here? 
There are millions of individual life forms -eating, reproducing and dying right on 
us. Yet, we never wonder. Why? We only care sbiaii cramming up an epidermal 
lave] diagrooi. been use thai comes in llle exam every single year.' 

I didn't know what to say to Ibis girl. Muvbc 1 should have snick so leaching 
seven -year-olds. 

There are some good reference books outside your textbooks for science,' I told 

'Are there?' 

■Yes, you gel them in She Law Garden book market. They go into concepts. I 

*6l com >.e. i ■le, e. ill a.,. Mi r. ,n , , ■. mi. ii. I hi e . i.i/i But can I 

come along with you?' 
'No, you don't have to. I'll gel the bill.' 



e I bini.ing how n: 



'Hey, good class? Stic is 11 iIuITeT. niusl lie Uhiif.]!.' said lsh, his body covered ir> 
sural after practice. 

'Not bad, she is a quick learner,' 1 said. I didn't know why, but looking a1 iari 
right then marie my heart beat fast. I wondered it 1 should tell him about my plan 
to go to Law Garden wilh Vidya to buy books. But that would be stupid, I 
thought. I didn'l have to explain everything to him. 

'I Figured oul a way lo rein in ,\li,' Ish SHid. 



dents are siieoial. ["i^lii V ish chuckled. Vav a tin no second 1 felt 
hr was making a dig hi rnc No. this was riljuui -Mi I didn'l havi: a special student. 
'You bet. Listen, have to go. Mom 'H'.vtk help with a big wedding order.' 
With that, I took rapid strides and was out of his sight. Mv head buzzed like 
those eleolrons inside Ihe inarbif srmue in Omi s temple. 
* 

She waa dressed in a while chikan salwar kariico on the day of our Law 
Garden trip. Her bandhini orange and red dupatla had tiny brass bells at the 
end. They made a sound every time she moved her hand. There was a hint of extra 
make-up. Her lips shone inni I I'inlon'i kelp so-.ring at them. 

'It's lip gloss. IS it tOO much?' she said selKoosritni sly. rllhiiiiig her Hps wilh 
her lingers. Her upper hp had a near invisible mole on the right. I pulled my gaze 
awav and looked for autos on the street. Never, ever look at her face, I scolded 
myself. 

Thai's Ihe bookshop, 1 said as we reached ihe store. 

The University Bo ok .store in \avraT;s;pura was a lempk' lor all muggers in the 
city. Nearly all cusinincis p.oi sloop deprived, 

am sure anyone who clears Ihe c nf'.ineering and medic 



nls who prepared 

p and down. 

i people gel away 



MO ijvr : 



.mended his shop, lie displayed the culling for two years 

J have organic chemistry iiv L.tl.Wade?' I said. 1 would 
talk, but I wanted to avoid talking about Vidya. In fact, I 
i look at VldyH. 

II, yes,' the shopkeeper said. hiker, aback by my abruptnes 



Vidya took the book in her hand. Her red nail polish was the same colour as 
[■lip through il, see if you like it,' I said. 

She turned a few pages. The shopkeeper raised an eyebrow, lie was asking me 
about the girl. See this is the reason why people think Ahmedabad is a small 
town despite die multiplexes, il is the mentality of the people. 

'Sludent, 1 take tuitions. ' I whispered lo satisfy his ouriosilv lesl he gave up 
sleeping for I be rest of bis life. Hi: nodded his bend in approval Why dn ihi?sr nlrf 
people poke their nose in our affairs so much? Like, would we care if he hung out 

'If you say it is good, i am fine,' she said, finishing her scan. 'Good, and in 
physics, have you ever read T?csnick and Halliday?' 

'Oh, I saw 'that book at my friend's place once. Just the table of contents 
depressed me. It's too hi-fi for me.' 

'What is this "hi-fi"V his in your course, you have to study it,' 1 said, my voice 

'Don't they have sonic guides in 1 something?' she said, loially ignoring my 
Umierstuuti I he i (incepts.' 

The shoplceep r r Halliday. 



Of course, you will understand it. And uncle, for maths do you have M.L. 
I could see his displeasure in me railing him uncle, but someone needed to 

'Maths Kharinn.' she shopkeeper shouted. His assistants pulled out (he yellow 
and black tome. Now if Kesntrk and Hallidav is scary, M.L. Khanna is the 
Exorcist. 1 haven't seen a thicker book and every ptige is filled with ihe hardest 
maths problems in the world. It was amusing that a person with a friendly name 
like M.L Khanna could do this to the students of our country. 

What is (his?' Vidya said and tried to lift the hook with her left hand. She 
eijUldn'l. .Site used Ivilb bunds mid I'iuailv look il six inches rjt'l' Ihe ground, 'NO, 
seriously, what is this? An assault weapon?' 

'It covers every topic,' I said and measured the thickness with the fingers of mv 
right hand, the four lingers fell short. 



She held her hand sidewavs over mine to assist. 
'Six, il is six fingers thick.' she said softly. 

'Don't worrv, fr.i lhe mrdica] i.-nliancL- vou 'ir.lv h,;vc ai sludv v. few 'ijpics.' I 
We paid for the books mid enme out of the shop. 

Wo walked on the Navr;tnKpiira main riiad. My new shop whs iwu hundred 
metres away. 1 had the urge to go see it. 
Now what?' she said. 

Nothing, let's go home,' I said and looked for an auto. 'You are a big bore, 
aren't you?' she said. 'Excuse me? 1 I said. 

'Dairy Den is round I he eorner. I'm hungry,' she said. 

'I am starving. Seriously , I iim famished ' She kept a hand un her stomach. She 
wore three rings, each wilb dir'fercnl «■ signs and linv, tnulh -coloured stones. 

I took the least visible seat in Dairy Den. Sure, no one from our gossip-laving 
pol ranif lo iliis hip teen joint. Inn one could never lie loo enrefi.il. If a supplier 
saw me at Dairv Den. " '.von Id In- :il;c ..civ oiher trendy young boy in Ahraedabad. 

milerl cil ,l I fell . ■„ <l. , ■. I I .,il e\el ■, l::|i .III". .1 .III. II Mill I 11 ■ 1 1 ■, 

kitchen. All dishes were vegemrinn. as preferred by Ambavadis. 

'These books look rcnllv advanced,' she said, puiiiling lo lhe plastic bag. 
They are MSc books,' I said. 

are made to read MSc books in ibis country?' 
1 shrugged. I had no answers for hi/y students. 

The piiosa arrived. We kepi (piicl and slarted eating il. 1 looked al lier. She lied 
her hair, so that it would not tall on the pizza and touch the cheese. She kept her 

dupiili v:;-:. from : be n : i':>lc i-.iul on 'lie chair. The germ iliii:g about :n: :s is 'In- 1 

even t luring pauses in ihe convei sacnti you ran look at them and not get bored, 

1 .in llilll.nl ■, ill II 1 1 .' i I e ,■ .nil:, ill ui.i i»|.. ■ ..I.. 

I nirv Den bv a huge iiiargm. WIiy arc- lbere so few p'vm girls? '.Vhv h;idn i 
evolution figured it oui trial men liked pretty women and turned them all out that. 

She checked her phone (or anv new SMSs. She didn i need lo his her phone 
beeped louder than a fire alarm 'en > ■ i. i. u ■■ n.ie. iim 

lliai liinl falien on: and placed ilieni back on die slice. l-'ii.nlly sin- look il bite. 

'So, what's up?' she broke the silence. 'Ave lie aJoucd lo mlk nlioui anylhint; 
apart from science sul>:cclsV 

Or course,' 1 said. 1 glared at the boys at the other table. They didn't notice me. 

'We are not that far apart in age. We could be friends, you know,' she said. 

'Well,' I said, 'tough, isn't it?' 

Tough? Give me one reason why? 1 

T will give you four - ( 1) 1 am your teacher (2) you are my best friend's sister (3) 
you are younger than me, and (4) you are a girl.' 



I felt stupid stating my reasons in bullet points. There is a reason why nerds 
can't impress girls. They don i know how to talk. 
She laughed at me rather than with me. 

'Sorry for (hi- list. Cant gel numbers old of my system,' 1 said. 

She iaughed. 'It tells me something. Vou have thought it out. That means, you 

1 remained silent P 

'1 am kidding,' sht: said and lapped my band. Sin: bad Ibis habit of southing 
people bv touching them. With nnrmi.il people ii woitld'vc been ok. but with sick 
people like me, female touches excite more than soothe. 1 felt the urge to look at 
her iaee again. I mined delei-mmi'tlb to llie pizza instead. 

'Liut serinustv, vou should have a backup friend,' she said. 

'Backup what?' 

Toil, Ish and Omi are really close. Like you have known each other since yolt 
were sperm.' 

My mouth feil open at bet last word. Vidyn was supposed lo tie Ish's siltlc stsler 
who played wilh thills. Where did she Irani n> mlk like that? 

'Sorry, I meant Ish and Omi are your best friends. Bui if you have to bitch ... 
oops, rant about them, who do you do it with?' '! don't need to rant about my 
friends, 1 I said. 'C'mon, are they perfect?' 'No one is perfect.' 

'Like Garitna and I are really rinse. Wf talk twice, a day. But sometimes she 
ignores me. or talks In me like I am some naive small lown girl. I bale it, but she 

'And? 1 1 said. Girls talk in circles. Like an algebra problem, it takes a few steps 
to get them to the point. 

'And, talking about it to you, venting, like this, makes me feel belter. And 1 can 
forgive her. So, even though she is a much closer friend of mine, you became a 
backup friend.' 

If she applied as much brain ii 
surgeon. Out Vidya who could n 
open M.L. Kbanna to save her life. 

'So, c'mon, wluii's the one rani you have about your tarsi friends?' 

'My friends are my business partners, ton. So its complicated,' I paused. 
'Sometimes 1 don't think they understand business. Or may be they do, but they 

She nodded. I loved lhal nod. For once, someone had nodded at something I 
fell so deeply about. 

How?' she egged me on. 

Over the last lew .scraps of pizza, I loki her even-thing. I told her about our 
shop, and how I managed e veryl hing. How I had expanded the business to offer 
mil ions and coaching. 1 lold her a bo ill Ish s in-ilnting liabii »!' futing discounts to 
kids and Omi's dumbness in anvihing remotely coriuccicd lo numbers. And 

Navrangpura,' she said, near here?' 



tl vou never did I'nr.inei'iing. though I 



not an option. 1 " % 

I hart opened up more lhan I ever hail In anyone in my life. This wasn t right. I 
chilled invsclf I mcnlidlv repealed the lour reasons and puked I hi.: pile of books. 

'More than me, vou need to be friends with these books,' I said and asked for 

the bfll. 

* 

'Coming,' a girl responded us Ishaan rails lh,; bell oi IJUI " supplier's home. Wt 

Saira, suppl i i I n i" 1 i" ■ ■. e, i . i. ■ e, ■ y i ed the door. 

'Papa is gelling dressed: you ran wail in 1 In- garage.' she said, handing us iht- 
kev to Pii.ri.iil ii m warehouse store. Wi: went lt> tlie garage und sa! tin wouden 
stools. Ish dumped die bats Tor repair on the lloor. 

The Pandit Sports Goads Suppliers was located in Ellis Bridge. The owner, 
Girrraj Pandit, had his one-room house right next to it. Until five years ago, he 
Owned ii large hul lu.i im v in Kashmir Thai was he [fire he was kicked OUt of his 
homclnwn bv i:iili:anls who gave h:ir : Ibc choice al savnig Ins inxk or his facton 7 
Today be felt blessed bein<! a smali .suoplicr in Ahme.dabud wilb his fmnilv still 
alive. 

'Kashmiris are sn fair complcxioned ,' I said In make numi nous conversation. 
Ton like her.' Ish grinned. 

'Fair-complexioneii. eh J Isl: -n £; J .n lo laugh. 

'Govind bhai, my best customer,' Pandit-ji said as he came into the warehouse, 
fresh alter a both. He offered us green almonds. It is nice to be a buyer in 
business. Everybody welcomes you. 

'We need six bats, and these need repairs,' 1 said. 

Take a dozen Govind bhai,' he said and opened a wooden trunk, the India- 
Australia series is coming, demand will be good. 1 
'Not in the old dry, 1 1 said. 

He opened die wooden trunk und look oid a hul wrapped in pla.siic. He opened 
the bat. It smelled of fresh willow. Sometimes hul makers used artificial fragrance 
to make new bats smell good, hut Pandit-ji was the real deal. 

Ish examined the bat. He went to the box and checked the other bats for cracks 

The best of the lot for you Govind bhai,' Pandit-ji smiled heartily. 
'How much, 1 1 said. 
Three hundred.' 
'Joking?' 

Two hundred fifty.' I said, 'last and final.' 

'Govind bhai. ir is a h.i lou.e.h ricfn rei'.v Ivlv cousin's iV.iuilv has airived from 
kasbmii. Ihey've lost everything. I have live more mouths to feed unlil he finds a 

job and place.' 

'They are ail living in lhni room?' Ish was curious. 

'What to do? He had a bungalow in Srinagar and a fifty-year, old almond 
husinesH. Now, see what times have come to. kicked out of our own homes,' 
Paodil ji sighed and look i.iui the tials lor repair from the gunny bag. 



I hated sympathy in business deals. We settled for two hundred and seyenty 
alter same more haggling. Done,' I said and took out the money. 1 dealt in 
Ihmisnsids noil, bin minfjmrid Ih.n 1 ivinsiif:l inn in Inkiis ijnd iron's ivnukhi'l in- 
thai different. 

Pandit-ji took the money, brushed it against the mini-temple in his godoWn and 
put it in his pocket. His God had made bun pay a big price in life, but he still felt 
grfuH'u] to him. I could never understand ibis filisnluif faith thai believers 
liiissii'ss. MhvIh: I [iiLssnl winul liiiii; iiy hi:ii;f; ;)(<r]Oatic. 



Eight 



'You arc wearing kurta pajama, where is your kit?' Ish screamed as Ali walked 
in al 7.20 a.m. 

'Sorry, woke up late. I didn't get time and...' 

'Do your rounds,' Ish said and stood in the centre of the bank's courtvard. 

When Ali finished his rounds. Ish unwrapped a new bat For him. 

'For you, brand new koto Kashmir. Like it?' 

Ali nodded without interest. 'Can I leave early today?' 

'Why?' Ish snapped. 

There is a marble competition in my pal.' 'And what about cricket?' Ah 
shrugged . 

'First you come late, then you want to ho early. Whni is the poini of mmblcsV 
Ish said as he signal In I him to take l.hc crease. One of the three other Ijuys 
became the bowler. 

'We will start wild catching practice. All. no shois. give them catches.' 

Ali's self-control had become better after training for a few months. Ish had 
lau.uhl him io plav defensive anil avoid senilis nut. Willi belter did and oscrctsc, 

M ' i 'I 1 1 1 1 1 Hi'. .1 I 1 1 ! 1 1 I I ' I .il nil li !■ 

his locus to use his gilt. The trick was in use his ability ai a lever that scored yet 
Sllsl nil ii'll bin i ill the crease. Urn; bull an over worked ivc.il. Isti now wauled him 10 

gel to two balls an over. 

'Switch. Paras to bat, Ali to field,' Ish shouted after three overs. Ah didn't hit 

■Hey, watch it. Il is" a new bat,' Ish said. 

Paras balled a catr.h towards Ab. ivhoso iiaatls were lutsv I Udiicniaf; ihc cords 
of his pajama. The ball thunked down on the ground. 

Tou sleeping or what?' Ish said but Ali ignored him. Three balls later, Paras set 
up a catch for Ali again. 'Hev. Ali, catch, .sii siTrani'-a li'iin bis [ii.'Sil ion al I be 

umpire. 

Ali had one hand in his pocket. He mil iced [sh staring al him and lifted up his 
hand in a cursory manner. Two steps and he Could have caught ihc ball. He 
didn't, and the bail landed on the ground. 

'Hey,' Ish shoo], Ali's shoulder hard. Van dreaiaaijc 1 ' 'I waul io leave early,' Ali 
said, rubbing bis shoulder. 'Finish practice first,' 

'Here Ali, Dal.' Paras said as he ea.mc close io Ali. 'No he has to licld,' Ish said. 

'It is ok, Ish hhaiya. I know he wants to bat,' Paras said and gave Ali the hat. 

Ali took tin; bat . walked ;o tin: crease >vii hou' Ion:-. inc. n p. Ihsroaceiicd In i las 
insolence, Ish rued spoiling ike Eniy will, j>il'ts ■ soincioiles kils. sometimes bats. 
Isb allowed Ali io bill a^uin upon Paras insistence, l.ili il for faras, gentle la 

the left.' 

The ball arrived, Ah whacked it hard. Like his spirit, the ball Hew out of the 



'I don't care about vour stupid marble tournament. No marble plaver 

became great, 1 Ish shouted. 

'Well, you also never became sifiii. Ali Mill, t >uch. kills and their hitter tn 
Ish froze. His ai m ircmhlrd Wnh pcNcei siining I i I r .Mi's bat. Ish's right 

swung and slapped Ali's face hard. The impact and shock made Ali fall oi 

Everyone sinne errrl ns ri"i. \ heard the slap. 

AH sal up on I In- ground H.rul sucked his brcnih tn lighi (ears. 

'Go plav vour tucking marbles,' ish said ami i.leposiicd a slap again. ! 
behind to pull Ish's elbow. Ali broke into tears. I bent down to pick up Ali. I 
to hug hiiii. ns Ins less-sal' i mm hs I u- nr. p,i shcii me away. 

'Go awav,' Ali said. ir\ i r"i ■;. .is he kicked me w u I: his lun legs, I don't want \ 

'Ali, ([Uiei buddy. Come, let's go up. we will do sonic fun sums,' 1 said. ( 
wrung thing to sav tu a kkl who had iusl been whacked. 

'I don't want to'do sums,' Ali glared back at me. 

'Yeah, don't want to field. Don't want to do sums, Lazy freak show wan 
plav mur'hles all day,' Ish spat out. 

1 felt it was stupid of Ish to argue with a twelve-year- aid. 

'Everyone go home, we prncl itc tomorrow,' I said. 

'No, we have to...,' Ish id said. 

Ish, go inside the bank,' I said. 

'1 don't like him,' Ali said, still in tears. 

'Ali behave. This is no way tu spunk lo your much. Nmv gu home.,' 1 said. 
I exhaled a deep breath as everyone left. Maybe God sent me here I 



'What the flick is wrung wilh ynllV l ie is a kill,' 1 sail] lo Ish nflcr everyone Icl'l. I 
made lemonade in the kitchen hi ealm lsii down Ish stood nest to me. 
'Brat, thinks he has a gift,' Ish said. 

'He does,' I said and passed him his drink, 'hev, can vou order another LPG 
cylinder. This one is almost over,' 1 said. We did have a kerosene stove, but it was 
a pain i" rook on that. 

Ish kept quiet. He held back something. I wasn't sure if it was tears, as I had 
never seen Ish cry, 
'I shouldn't have hit him,' he said after drinking half a glass. 

'But did you see his aliunde'- 1 "Vou never became great." Can 
vim imagine a : h me I said ii lo mv coach?' 
. le r, ill 1 v< lve-\c .;■ 

team. Bill all he wards lo do is play his tucking marbles.' 
'He enjoys marbles. lie tkicsn ' em'ov cricket, yet.' 

Ish finished his drink and tossed the plastic glass in the kitchen sink. We 
locked the bank's main door and the gate mid walked inwards our shop, 

'It is SO flicking Unfair.' Ish said. T slaved lor years. I gave Up my I'll lure tor lids 
game. Nothing came of it. And you have this kid who is bom with this talent he 



; ipi.[u,';v :'l:iIv - pii'l i; :!'['.■ ^-i. i^( -i :i.in.i.!-.ril ;v ! i i ^ mol her. I h' r i Mn: h^(] Ish's fee! and 
said sorry far insulting his guru. Ish hugged him said Have Ihe gifts. Ish said he'd 
cur off his hand rather than hit him afraid. Ail inn molndrnmniic il' you ask me. 
The poinl was Ali came back, this time more serious, and Ish mellowed 
s'lnifi'.h.il . Ah s i ket improved, and other students suggested we take him to 
i h- iilLsij"Lct trials. 

Ish vetoed the idi'ii. 'No w=j\ . the scii clion people will destroy him. i:' they reject 
him. he is goinj; K.i he disnppninled Io l ever, il' I hoy n crept ban, lhev will make him 
plav useless nialohes ior several vcar.s. fie will !>[> I'or selections, but ijjiIv Ihe big 
one - the national team.' 

'Really? You confident he will make it, 1 Omi said, passing us lassi in steel 
glasses after practice. 

'He will he 11 (>laver like India never hail; Ish announced. II .sounded a bil mad, 
but we had seen Ali demolish Ihe Ijesi of bowlers, even if for a few balls. Two more 
years and Ish could well be right. 

'Don't talk about Alls gift at all. I don't trust anyone.' Ish wiped his lassi 



'Excuses don't clear exams, Vidya. If you study this, it will help. Nothing else 
will.' 1 opened the chemistry book again. 

'I tried,' she s.iio mid pushed '-. i' k her uaen hair, sac 'ie,d noi :ial heil. She inn: 
a i rack paid en lhal I think sin' hail been wearing since she wa.s ihiiieen a.nd a 
piril: 7 shi'" :l": : ii s.-in! ' ■ queen' or si.nne-.hini- Hoie iaa ri j;nwvn up w-i.man 
wear siimclhin^ Ilia' savs Taii"v ipi'-eii'V Hove can anvnru' near somclii in?: lhal 
says fairy queen'? 

T pray everyday. Thai should help.' she said. 

1 didn't know whelher io i;ius;h nr Hip mv litse a.^ain al her nnnejialanee. Maybe 

'Don't leave it to God, nothing like reading organic chemistry yourself,' I said. 
She nodded and moved Iter chair, as a bonk- fell over on the ground. 
Oops,' she said arid bent down. 

'What?' 1 stood up in reflex, it was a bottle ofcoconut oil, fortunately closed. 

'Nothing, I thought I'll oil my hair,' she said and lifted the blue bottle. 

I looked at her fare. My gaze lasted a quarter second more than necessary. 
There is an optimal Mine Ibr looking iii women before il gels enunled as a stare. 1 
bad crossed ilia I Ibresbnld Sell' cotisciolislv she luffed al Ihe T shirr's neckline 
as she sat back up. The iug was totally due to me. 1 didn't look there at all, but 
she thought I did. 1 felt sick. 

'Coconul oil,' I said, probably ihe dumbest thing lo say hul. il changed ike 

Tes, a bit of organic chemistry for my head. Maybe this will help.' 

'When is your birthday?' she said. '14 March,' I replied. 'Pi Day.' 'What day?' 
'Pi Day. You see, Pi approximates to 3.14 so 14 March is ihe same date. It is 
Einstein's birthday, too. Cool, isn't it?' 

'A day for Pi? How can you have a day for something so horrible?' 



say you feel The same way for maths ' 

■Why not?' 

People label you a geek.' 

That you are,' she giggled. 

She pulled the oil bottle cap close. 

'Can you help mr oil my hair? I f bin 1 reaeh the back.' 

My tongue slipped like ii was euaied in I hut oil aa 1 tried to speak. 'Vidya. v 
should study now. 1 

She twisted' on her chair so her back faced me. She held' up the cap of the i 

What the hell, 1 thought. 1 dipped my index Finger in the oil and brought it 
her neck. 

'Not here,' she giggled ajj.un. a 1 i<"-:I.':h. i iigber, ves ;u I he roots," 
She I old me to dip three fingers in si earl i it one ami press harrier. 1 followed h- 
instructions in a daze. The best maths tutor in town had become a champi man. 
'How's the ru'ii- shujj eurmiis?' she said. 

'Great, 1 paid the deposit and three months advance rent,' I said. 'Fif 
thousand liurks. cash. We ivill have I lie best loralion in Ihe mall' 
'1 can't wail,' she said. 

Two more months,' 1 said. 'Ok, that's enough. You do it yourself now, 1 w 
hold the cap for you.' 

She turned to look at me, dipped her fingers in the oil and applied it to h. 

head. 



;uch a shop,' she said. 
1 kept quiet. 

There, hopefully my brain would have, woken up now," she said, tying back 
lair and placing the chemistry book at the centre of the table. 
' 1 don't want to study this,' she said. 
"Vidya, as your teacher my role is...' 

I kept quiet. She placed her left foot on her lap. I noticed the tiny teddy b 
ill over her pajamas. 
Well, I am not your teacher. I am your tutor, your maths tutor. And as far 



'What?' she prodded me again. 

The problem is you think ] urn Ibis e,cek who solves [iioh.-ihilin problems for 
Ihrills. Well, maybe I do, but that Is not all of me. [ am a Lutor, it is a job. Bui 
never fucking accuse me of crushing your passion.' Too late I realised I had used 
the F word. 'Sorry for the language.' 

you 1 lan FT 

1 banged my fist on the table. 'Then do it, Don'l give me this wish -1-was-a- boy 
and l'm-trapped-in-a-cage nonsense. Ok, so you are in a cage, but. you have a 
nice, big, oiled brain thai is nor pen -s feed like, a bird's. So use it to find Ihe key 

'Medical college is one key, but not for me,' she said, 
'in that case, break the cage,' 1 said. 

'What makes iin: cK!;r' J Your p;ueni.s. righl? Do you have to listen to them all 
Of course not. I've been lying to them since I was five.' 

'Really? Wow, 1 I snid and (-olkvied myself. 'Passion versus pmvnrs is a lough 
call. But if you have to r house, passion should win. 1-lumuniiv wouldn't have 
progressed if people listened io I heir parcel Is all the time.' 

moment of passion/ 1 I lcol ed at h i 11 I n I shocked. This girl is 

out of control. Mai be it isn't such n good idea ro get her out other cage. 



Nine 



26 January is fi happy day for all IndiEins. Whether or not you fed patriotic, II 
is a guaranteed holiday in the first month of the year. I remember l.binidng il 

V. 1 I 'I . A|)i ' i I'll ■ msil If I Mix i. I 

sixly thousand to fil mil the- interiors. ] iKiiTowt-d ten thousand Horn my mother, 
purely as a luitit. lab's dad refused lo give anv munev. Omi. ever [hough I hud 
said no, took the rest in loan from Bittoo Mama. 

The night before Republic Day, I lay in bed with my thoughts. I had invested a 
hundred and ten ihousand rupees. My business had alre.id> reached lakhs. 
Should in flu fi U [l-l i arprl 1 brui.tghulllV Mow [hid would lie cool I'ur a spoi ls shop. 
I dreamed of my chain of stores the whole night. 

'Stop shaking me mom, ] want to sleep,' I screamed. Can't the world let a 
businessman sleep on a rare holiday. 

Bui mom didn't shake me. I moved on my own. I opened my eyes. My bed went 
I fin :-r .uifl 'oiil-, loo. I k id. ^f I :li i h< -.eiilj i luek. II had fallen on the floor. The room 

1 rubbed mv eves, what was -his"' Nightmares? 

I stood up and iver.l to Ihr window, i'l'iiple on fin' s>rei :, [ raii haphazardly in 

What? 1 said and ducked under the aide table kept by the window in reflex. 1 
could see the havoc outside Three TV antennas horn the opposite building fell 
down. A telephone pole broke find collapsed on the ground. 

The tremors iuslcd lor forly live seconds, Ihe mosl dcslrueiivc and longest 
forty-five- seconds of mv life. Of course. I did not know n then. A strange silence 
followed Ihe earthquake. 

'Mom,' I screamed. 

ok?' E : p > y 

lampshades, lay on Ihe floor. 

Govind.' my moiher came and hugged me. Yes. I was line. My mother ivas line 

'Let's get out,' she said. 
■Why?' 

'The building might collapse.' 

'1 don't think so,' 1 said as mv iuoiIht dragged me on! in mv pajamas The 
street was full of people. 

'Is it a bomb?' a man spoke to ihe other in whispers. 

'Earthquake. It's coming on TV. II started in Bhuj; a man on the street said. 
'Bad?' the other man said. 



'We felt the tremors hundreds of kilometres awav, imagine the situation in 
Bhuj, another old man said. 

We si rajd out for an hour. No, I he foundation of our building, 01 foe rlnii mailer 
any in our pol had nol come louse Meanwhile, rumours and gossip spread fits' 
Some said more earthquakes could come. Some said India had tested a nuclear 

1 re-entered my house after two hours and switched on the TV. Every channel 
covered I hi.: earihnuakc. Ii L-piic u I red in Bhui. though M nifecicd many parts <>!' 
Gujarat. 

wenl down my apihe, 

No, no, no...,' I mumbled to myself. 

'What?' mv mother said as she brought me tea and toast. 

'1 have to go out.' 

'Where?' 

'Navrangpura ... now. 1 said and wore in v slippers. An: vott mud?' she said. 
'My shop mom, my shop,' is all i said as I ran out of the house. 

the seven-kilometre slrcle.h. j li.nl id see if 3 1 is ia-\v sloir 11ns 11k. Yes, ! just 
wanted that to be ok. 

It took me an hour to get there. I saw the devastation en-route. The new city 
areas like Satellite suffered heavy damage. Almost every building had their 
windows broken. Those buildings thai were under construction had crumbled to 
rubble. I entered Nnv:;mgpa 1.1. Signs of plush shops lay on the rood. ! reasoned 
that my new. ulirn-motlcru building would have earl hi 11 lake safely ioalures. i 
gasped fur breath as 1 ran ihe last hundred metres. Sweai o.overal my entire 
body. 

Did 1 miss the building? 1 said as 1 reached my lane. The mayhem on the street 
and Ihe broken signs made a hard ie- aleir.ifs addresses. 
I retreated, catching my breath. 

'Where is the building?' 1 said to myself as 1 keot tirebng my lane. 

I found it, finally. Only that the slv slorevs ih.il '.vere mlst t a day ago had now 
turned into a concrete heap. 1 could not concentrate. 1 Felt intense thirst. I looked 
for water, but I only saw rubble, rubble and more nibble. My s nacb hurt. [ 

The police pulled out a labourer, with bruises all over. Cement hags had fallen 
on him and crushed his legs, ihe sighi of birmd marie me vomil. No one in the 
ciTuvri noiired me. One lakh ami len ihousai'.d. ihe numbet spun in oiy head. 

Unrelated images 1.1I" ihe day my dad lei'i us Hashed in my head Those images 
had not come for years. The look on his face as he shut the living room door on 
the way out. My mother's silent tears for the next few hours, which continued for 
1 be next few years. 1 don't know why that pasl seene came to me. 1 think the 
brain has a special ho\ when: il keeps erappy memories, [i slays shut, but 

inaide, . felt anger at my dad, totally misplaced as I should have felt anger at the 



can hi],LLil-;r. (,>r al invscir. lot- Ijr- 1 tine, so much mnr.cv Anyer for makm£ Ihe /"c.si 

bigmistaice of my life. 

My body irembled wilh vinlem intensity. 

'Don't worry, God will prijird us.' someone mpped mv shoulder. 

'Oh really, then who the hell sent it In the first place?' 1 said and pushed the 
si ranker i'.v. av. 1 , lirir.'i need svir.pathy. 1 wanted ray shop. 

Two years of snunpuig and saving, lwenlv jpars o: dreiims - id I wiped away in 
IwCnly seconds. The 'riyvrangpilia Malls' neon sign, t j: n;t: placed Ml Ihe top of the 
six flour budding, now licked (hi: ground. Mavbo I his wtis Cud's wiiv of savins 
something - that we shouldn't have these mails. We were destined to remain a 
small town and we shouldn even liv to he lil.i' the h : l', citji-'s. I don'l know why I 
I hotiyhl of liod . I wn.s i : iL'ii'if.l ic i :;.!! w ho i-l^'- do '. i i 1 1 ;>lame earl he. lakes on? 

Of course , ! could Ida mo ihe builder ol' ihe Kavraujjpuiy niyli. For the hundred - 
year-old bLIildings in the old city puis remained standing. Omi's two-hundred- 
year-old temple stood intact. Then whv did mv lurking mall eollat.se? What did he 
make it with? Sand? 

I needed someone to blame, I needed m liii someone, something. I lifted a 
brick, and threw it at an already smashed window. The remaining glass broke 

I couldn't make nut his face, or anyone's fare. My hearl Ileal :il double the 
normal rale. Surely, we [.oak! sue Ihe builder, my heart said. The builder would 

'What the hell are you doing here man? It is dangerous to be out, let's go home 1 

I kept looking at the rubble like I had for the last four hours. 

'Govind/ !sb said, 'we can'! do anything. Let's go.' 'We are finished Ish,' 1 said, 
iei'kiii^ miiisi j: nr.- eves for the iirsl lime in a decade. 

'It's ok buddy. We have to ho; ish said. 'Wc losi ovoryihing. Look, our business 
collapsed even before it opened...' 

1 broke down. I never cried the day my father left us. I never cried when my 
hand had got burnt one Diwali and Dr Verma had TO give me sedatives to go to 
sleep. 1 never cried when India lost a match. I never cried when 1 couldn't join 
engineering college. I never cried 
three months ofbusiness. But thi 

Go e Med never 

seen me like that too. Their Ci£0 and parent had hroken down. 

TWc arc cursed man. I saved, and I saved and 1 fucking saved. And we luok 
loans. But then, this? Isli, 1 don'l waul lo see lha.i smug look on Bitiun Minna's 
face. I will work on the roadside,' I said as lsh dragged me away to an auto. 

People mus. hai r thought I had Iom a ciuld. liul when a businessman loses his 
business, ii ]S similar. II is one Ihing when you lake a business lis!; and suffer a 
loss, but Ibis was unfair. Someone old Ibere needed 10 realise this was fin-king 

lsh bought fiool i I o . aim :u;\ II helped, esnectad\ si in i ■ I iiida'1 ,mi a in i hta.L 1 , 
else for Ihe desi two days, i ihiok die resi of ilie Ambnvudis didn't either. 



I found out later that over thirty thousand people lost their lives. That is a 
stadium full of people. In Bhuj, ninety percent of homes were destroyed. Schools 
iiricl hnspilnls Handled Id Ihe ground, avernll in (lujaral. 11k- quiikc dnmageii a 
mill itui sirtiilurcs One of those million si rue lures included my future shop. In 

selfish scheme of things g l suffered the mo-^t Ih ill It r than the 

new rily. Somehow out grand fa liters believed in cement more than the new mall 

Compared u> Gujarai, Aiiuicdubud had bclic.r luck, ihe Ty rhnnncls sail!. The 
new city lost only fifty mulli- storey buildings, They said only a lew hundred 
people died in Ahmed abaci ■ ■oinp are d In irr.s of ijtnusnnds elsewhere b is ;'unu\ 
■-. hen hundreds o:' ocnple ii\ in. 1 .; Is 1 al^en w irh 'onlv . iineh ul : hose ;ieop]e '■TilI Id 
have had families, find hopes anil aspirations all shul'iaccl in foriy'*' five seconds. 
But that is how maths works - compared to thirty thousand, hundreds is a 

* 

I had not Left home for a week. For the first three days 1 had burning fever, and 
for the next four my body felt stone cold. 

Tour fever is gone.' Dr Verrna cheeked my pulse. 

I lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling. 

You haven't gone to the shop?' 

I shook my head, still horizontal on bed. 

'1 didn't expeei ibis I com you. You hnve hoard til Nnvnlilhans i)r Verma said. 

1 kept quiet. 

You can talk. I haven't put a thermometer in your mouth.' 'No, who tire they?' 

'Navaldharis is a hardcore entrepreneur community in Gujarat Everyone there 
does business. Ami lbi-> say. a Irue ism aldhari businessman is one who can rise 
iiltej- being razed lo ihe ground nine limes.' 

1 am in debt. Doctor. I lost more money in one sirukr ibi.m mv business ever 
earned.' 

There is no businessman in this world who has never lost money. There is no 
one who lias lenrni lo ride a buvcle wiihoiil ialhn.u. nil Theie is no oik- who has 
loved without gelling burl. lis ill I pari of i be game.' Dr Vcrma shrugged. 

'I'm scared,' 1 said, I liming my face 10 the wall Snip inlknig like ucvlble r lass 
parents. So scared of losing money, they want their kids to serve others all their 
lives to get a safe salary.' 

'1 have lost a lot.' 

Tes, bui age is on your side. You an- young, you will earn li nil hark. You have 
no kids lo feed, vuu bnn 1 rjo bni..si ':iii'ii n> maintain. And the other thing is, you 

I don't fee! like doing i mng. I I", is e;; j" I".' | it, i w hv ni.i : his Happen? I lo vou 
know our sc hool ;s now a refugee ramp?' 

Tes, and what are Ihe refugees di.iing J Lying in bed civ Irving to recover?' 

I tuned out Ihe donor, r.veryone around me was giving me advice, good advice 
actually. But 1 was in no mood to listen. I was in no mood for anything, The 
shop? b wotbil remain rinsed for a week more. Who would buy snorts stuff aher 
an earthquake? 



1 Vidya's cheeky vaice 



v quill Id hirk' niv pa|ii:> 



wilh matcriing mirror-work dupatta. 

'I got stuck witti some sums. Thimbu I'i.I nunc Iuti- urn] ;isk since you wcr 
well, 1 she said, sitting down on a chair next to my bed. 

Mv mother emue in I in 1 roiiin v\- J i h runs ol I'M. I mimed to her for a shi 

'You want a shin': 1 ' she saiil. n Hiking :in enl iie siumiilin^ i-xei rise futile. 

"What sums? I asked curtly after mom left. 

'Maths is what I told my mom. Actually, I wanted to give you this.' 
extended the voluminous M.L. Khiuma tome to me. 

What was that for? To solve problems while bedridden? 

My mother relumed ivith n shin mid lel'i. 1 held my shin ill one hand an- 
M.L. Khanna in another. Modesty us Curiosity, 1 shoved the shirt aside 
opened the book. A handmade, pink srrelinj; card fell out. 

The card had a hand-drawn cartoon of a bov Iving in bed. She had label 
Govlntl, in case it wasn't clear to me. Insidf il said: 'Get Well Soon' ir 
rheesiesi kiddy iVhi: imagihiibie. A poem underneath said: 

To my moths tutor/ passion qutde/ sort n/ ' friend, 1 cannol fully under, 
ycrttr loss, but I con >ty. .Sunn -.'//ly.?.'; lift- ,'Ji.i.pii.^ ci/rr*- ball.}- o"d you 'jue^'ioti 
There may be no answers, but I fissure lime wilt heal the wound. 

Here is wishing you a iieartfeti get well soon: 

Your poorest performing student, Vidya 

it. I am sorry about the son -of friend. 1 am just...,' 1 



c (he nif". Makes it clear that 



urse, it is. II isn I your laull. : am sure vou "'ill ye! I hi 
ibout this, areu'i vihi ki'"kv vou \\ <-;i it' I in the shup alri'.idv iv 
iiiae.ine i he lives lo.sl if Uie null, was open?' 
She had a point. 1 had lo gel over this. [ had to re-aerept liil 

I returned her M.L. Khanna and kept the card under my pillo' 

'The shop is open?' 1 said. Ish and Omi met me every e 

'Yeah, you should see bhaiya struggle wilh the accounts at ht 

'I'll be there ne.Cl iV.-dn.-sdiV-. . I railed out. 



'Nice girl,' mv mother said carefully. 'You like her? 1 
'No. Horrible student.' 

Ish and Otni rnme ni nighi when I had finished iu> unappetising dinner of 
Imilrii vi: si- tables. 

'How are vou running the shop?' mv energetic voice surprised them. 

■You sound better,' Ish said. 

'Who is doing the accounts?' 1 said and sat up 

Omi pointed at lah. 

'We haven' I given any discounts all week,' Ish said and sat nest to me on the 

Ish pulled at my pillow to be more comfortable. 'Wait,' I said, jamming the 
pillow with my elbow. 

'What's that?' Ish said and smiled as he saw an inch of pink paper under my 

Nothing. None of your business,' 1 said. Of course It was his business, it was 

'Card?' Omi said. 

Tes. from my cousin,' 1 said. 

'Are you sure?' Ish came to tickle me, to release my death grip on the pillow. 
' Stop ir. I said, trying to appear light hearted. My heart beat fast as ! pinned 

'Pundit's daughter, isn'l ii? Omi chuckled. 

'Whatever,' 1 said, sitting on the pillow as a desperate measure. 

'Mixing business with pleasure?' Ish said and laughed, i joined in the laughter 
to encourage the deception. 'Cora, hark,' Ish said. 

'The loans ... It's all mv fail 11, i told Ihc wall. 'Mania said we ran eoniintir id 
ust: (hi: shop,' Omi said. 'No conditions?' I said, surprised. 'Nol really,' Omi said. 
'Ami Ih.ii uu/ans? Ii is understood ivc nci'il to hej) him in his r.impi-.l^'.ii ,' Ish 
said. 'Don't worry, eou dnii'l huce li> do anvl hinc.. t utii and I will help.' 

'We have to pay his loan back fast. We have to,' I said. 

'We'll gel over Ihis,' Ish looked me in Ihe eye. Brave words. Iliil for I he first lime 
believable. 

'We did it together as husiness piM'i nets. Ami '.'i u mi- :hc smartest of us.' 

1 was not sure tf his lost hue was correct anymore I was a disaster as a 
businessman See you tomonw,' I said. 

After they left, I pull™ oul :l:e can: again and smoothed the. erases. I read the 
rard eight times before falling asleep. 

My break from work brought urn hidden skills in my friends. Save a few 
raliulniinn errors, thci Diaoaged the aceounls just line. They tabulated daih 
sail .. ' 1 1 pnia s . I ..Ml 1 1. 1' it'll no i r s .In j nop was clean 

haiids-ok. I i kecked aivseli li'ini dieumui'! a^icn. h:tl;a is not a place for dreams. 
Lspciiiilh i'. hen ' r '>u b.iu' laded I'lire. I linaUv saw lire sense inheteru -n the 
ai. o: \ ■ ■„ n.s m inc yearn for 



"•u tralia 

'People really don't have a reason to play anymore,' Omi said. 
'No, no. It's Tine. What's happening In the series?' I said. 1 had lost track of the 
cricket schedule. ^ 

'Damn. One-daya?' 

'Five of them, yet to start,' Omi said. 'I wouldn't get my hopes high. These 
Australians are made of something else. 1 

Td love to k:uw. jii.L'. il:p Ali s' i ihI i.in s do ii , Ish said. 

Mama's arrival broke up our thai. 'Samosas. hm, careful.' hr said, planus a 

In my earlier avalor. i his was mv tin: to Town . In tommim! ■lh'.uil I hv !;rease 
•-pomr.^ ihe rouiikT. I-Iouy-'.!']". rhe new nasi -t\i\ .ikr 'uwind .10 longer saw Mam,! 

1 samosas. They tasted 

'Try to foigel whal happened, 1 Mama sighed. 'I have never seen such 

'How was your iripV dim said. Mama hail jum relumed from Hhuj. 'Misery 
everywhere We neeu tamps all ove: ( lujaiai. lii.ir how much con Parekh-ji do?' 

Mama had slaved up nights lu sel up I he makeshift relief tamp at the 
Belrampur school. Parekh-ji" had sen! truckloads of grain, pulses and other 
supplies. People had finally begun to move out and regain their lives. 

'We'll close the camp in three weeks.' Mam,! said 10 Omi, 'find I con go hack to 
my main cause, Ayodhya.' 

The camp had won Mama manv fans in Iht neighbourhood, Tccbnitallv, 
anyone could seek refuge. However, a Muslim family would rarely go there for 

'My son is nimm^ wnh me 0 1 Avr?dh.va. Vi'-.i guvs should |"m r ' he sajd. Me sou 

We (On I n-l [i ln:r. \' j 1 r j 1 . j . ' Oca said !s 1he:i: any piniiTI a:ier I lip tamp?' 

'Oh yes, the spoon lui ol mud campaign.' Mama said We looked puzzled. 

'We are going to Ayodhya for a reason We will ;;ei imni>yba!i.s full of soil from 
there. We will go to every Hindu house in Belrampur and ask them if they want a 
spoon of mud from Romas birthplace in then 1 house. They tan pul it in their 
barky am", mix n will) plants or whaiever. A jtrenl idea I'roiu Parekh-ji.' 

I saw Partkh ji's twisted bui mme.ttable losit. No one would say no to a 
spoonful of -oil from Ayodhya. But with lhat, Ihty wen- inadvi.-t-ienl.lv buying into 
die tausc. Svm]v.lhv lor peopk i"i:;htim! rV.; Avixthva '.void': lit- a 11 torn at it. A:ul 
sympathy eonverl.pd well into votes. 

Mama noltd I he tynitism in my expression. 

'Only a marketing strategy for a small campaign. The other party does it at a 
far bigger scale.' 

I picked up anol he!" samosa. 



Indebted in your father?' 'E 
,' bul Mama cut me again. 
'Forget it, sons. You faced a calamity. Pay when you can. A 
members of our party, right?' 

Mann, siood tip lo hug us. I hiilid'.enitedlv hugi.'.rd him buck, 
people money. 'Mama, I am sorry. 1 was arrogant, rude and 
realise mv deslinv is this simp. Muvbe Ood intended it this way : 
said. 

'We are all like thai when young. Bul you have started believin 



'Son, this is the best nras fee heard lodav.' Mama said. ': Something good h 
come out of all this loss.' 

A man dragged a heavy wooden trunk into our shop. Who's that? Oh, Pand 

Pandil-ji panted, his whin.: lace a rosy red. He arranged Ihe trunk on the (lot 
'A sports shop closed down. The guy could nol pay. He paid rne with trunks full 
goods. 1 need cash, so 1 thouidd I v. ii: brim; this to you. 1 

'I have no cash either, ■ 1 said as [ offered him a saiuosn. Fandit-ji, business 



e that many 



Mama introduced himself Lo I'andil -ji. They started talking like grown-ups d 

'We are late,' Ish whispered, hut loud enough for Mama and Pandit-ji to hear. 
Tou have lo go somewhere?' Mama said. 



Omi downed the shutters of the shop. (Jrni signalled and all of us hent to touch 

Mama's feet. 

'My sons,' Mama said as lie held a palm over our heads and blessed us. 

Don't worn,' about that idiot, tram that stupid learn. You creamed them,' Ish 

said to. All. 

We returned Pom a neighbourhood mm Hi. Ali's side bad ivon Willi him sconutJ 
I Ik- highest. All lasted eiebi overs Ish looked pleased iha: the lniiiunn was finally 
sh'jwins! results. However, our eelebraloiy mood dampened as Ihe opposing 
team s eapi.iin Id' lo d Aii in I be knee before ru rutin;: a way. 

'Will they hurt me again?' Ali said. 

'No, because 1 will hurt them before anyone touches i r>u.' Ish said, hinsir.^ An's 
forehead. Ish would make a ^.ond 1'alher. Nol l:ke his own lather who never said 

Omi picked up a limmni.'. Aii. I'll aikr lair. In r lii ■ shop.' Quii said. Alii: as.-, ma 
to make him some unmet ic mil:-:. Von e.ues >-'.i'1 dinner, v. bar ever he wants.' 



'Kebabs? In the shop?' I hesitated. 
'Fine, just don't tell anyone,' Omi said. 

'He's ready,' Ish Jsaiil I lis I'm r ginned bcliinil ihe smoke ni' nmsiins kebabs at. 
Qazi dhaba. 'Did you sec him play? lie can wait, run and support others. He plays 
akir-s until lime imifi for ihe bit; hits, fielding sucks, but other than that, he is 
perfect. He is ready, man. The- smell of thicken likfca filled my nostrils. Omi was 
rtaJly initisiiiK a loi in life. 'For ivhal?' I asked. 

'Australia is louring India al presenl, rijthis V Isli said as Ihe wiiiii:r paeked our 
order of runiali rotis, lamb skewers and chicken tikka with onions and green 
chutnev. 'So?' I said. 

'He is ready to meet the Australians.' 



Ten 



India us Australia test Match Kolkaia, 11-15 MarchSOOi 



Day 1 

Most of the lime crap happens in lite. However, sometimes miracles do too. To 
us. riic second ifsi match <il ihe I ndia-Ausiinlin series was Hie magic cure for the 
quake. I remember every day of thai match. Ish continued with his weird ami 
highly improbable ideas of iu-ik;iw: Ah nieci lb< Australian team. 

'Meet the Australians?' Dmi said as he dusted the counter. Ish and I sat on the 
floor in front of the TV, 

They arc In India,' Ish said. He pointed to the Australian team hatting on the 

l.s he mad? Omi asked me. & § 

'Of course, he is. What will you do by meeting them? Really? 1 joined in. 
'1 want 10 gel their opinion nn At;.' 'How?' Umi said as be sn.t down with US. 
"We will go see a match. May be a one day,' Ish said. 
'There is no money lor trips,' 1 said. 

'The one-da\ scries will com niae lor 'he ni-Ml i'vo ir.on :ks. II Ir.i sniess at' ks up. 
then we could, 1 Ish said. 

"They are railing us again. Fiji k. business is never going in pick a [],' 1 said as t 
saw the score. On the first day at tea, Australia's score was 103/1. 

'If it does. I said if, Ish said, upset at the score more than 

'S<| nf gn see a match. Then ivjial? Knock nn Hayden's door and Say, "Hey, 

'I don't know,' Ish turned to the sereen. scowling rsnwl belter, guys.' 

'Excuse me, are you watching the India -Australia match?' a lady's voire 

interrupted us. 

An elderly woman si nod ai the eou liter ivilb a puja lliali in her hand. 
Can my grandson watch it with you lor a while?' she said. 

1 stood up from the lloor. A small boy accompanied the lady. I was never keen 
nn random people coming into our shop in snenri ibeii lime. She sensed my 
tiesilalinn. 'We'll bay something. I Hani In attend Ihe lihajans inside and Uablrm 

'Of course, he can come in.' Ish opened the door wider. The bov came in and 
sat before the TV. Ish and 1 exchanged a round of dirty looks. 

'Don't walrh IVnm su elnse Hatilun. Hello. I am Mis Ganguly by Ibe way. I also 
need advice nn Inlying cricket equipment tor my school, if you can visit me 

'School?' I said. 

Tes, 1 am the principal of the Kendriya Vidyalaya on Ellisbridge. We never had 
Kfxid sapiiliers for sports. kviTybodv Hanks we are govern mem so they try and 
rip us off. You supply to schools, no?' 

The answer was no. We did not supply to schools. 



'Great. I will see ynu then; Mrs Ganguly satd a 
msim-ss proposition. 
Tau want candy, Babloo?' Omi said as we trier 



'It's the last one-day. 1 am stretching it cut as far as I can. If we save enoug 
rt's go n'illi Ali.' 'But...' 'Say yes.' 

Tes,' I said. After the mail fiasco, I wanted to make Ish happy. I stood up 
-heck the days accounts. 

'Cool. Hey, see the match?' Ish said. Tt has totally tamed.' 

I looked at the TV. Perhaps Goes ]isicm:d n> Mrs Ganguly's prayers inside, 
ittle known Surd called 1 liirbha.ian Singh had howled tiller tcti. Wickets crumblf 
ind from 193/ 1 . Ausl ralia ended I In- day at 291/8. 

'Bhajji, you are great,' Ish hem forward to kiss the TV. 

'Don't watch (he TV IVnm so ilnsi-.' IJahloo said. 

'Don't listen to grawn-ups all the time. Nobody went blind watching TV frc 
:lose. Don't people work on computers?' ish was jumping up and down 

Mrs Ganguly came in two hours later to pick up Babloo. She bought him t? 



'Sure, we will sec you ihcn,' I said and slipped a candy u> Babloo. 
Day 2 

The only way to describe the second day of the match was 'depressing'. Fn 
291/8, Australia dragged on their first innings to end at a healthy 445 al! o 
The Indians came oin to bai ami opener Ramesb goi inn lor no score. 

'Who the fuck is this Ra.:ntsh.' J Connection quota,' Ish said. 

But it wasn't onlv Ramcsli who sue ked Tcnduikar scort.'d ten, others even le 
Dravid scored the highest at twenty-five: The second day ended with India 
128/8. 

Ish tore his chapntl is whh nnge: over dinner. 'These A 
thinking - why even boilier to tome and pluv with India.' 
'Pray "for a draw. With a draw there is hope of sales. Else w 

'They have uvenly million people. We have one billion, gro' 
a vest. Heck, we ereale an Australia every year. Still, they ere 
wrong about this.' 

'Should we open another flower shop? There will always be 



Ish ignored me. He mumbled something about avoiding a follow-Dn, which 
looked pretty difficult. 
D.y3 

India . rubied hi siVef Ii i' inr. ;. I kcd i< fore lunch at 171 

all out. 'And the Australians have asked India to follow on,' the commentator said 
and I slapped my forehead. A defeat in a test match was one thing, but an 
innius;s licl'ral mean. I enmly parks liir weeks iiiiis would rather read IcvlliOuks 
Ih.in play cricket and be reminded of India's humiliation. Why on earth hnd I 
^.N/nciJ o'li.s /]f<sr'ra.'.s.s>' Wlw; ni\ irliol 1 ntn'.-' '.L'Viry rn>/ldn'l I open rv -.'fee,' shop 
ins/end? Indian* itWt/ always t-tif twee!*, ll-liy .,;.».i;i.s.-' IWiy cricket? 

'That's fuekinj'-io'lo'A -on-iiiainsl a:.' Ish .said. inv '•niir.t? Iri.s favr. ■ilirnses IV>r ihe 
momcnl. He clenched his i'isi and came tliingfcnusly 1 lost: lo t lie TV. 'We had 
them by their balls at 291/8, and now I hev ask us lo follow on?' 

Should we turn off the TV?' I said. Should we close the shop for good? 1 

'Wait, I want to see this. I waril to see hnw our it-am makes rn curiinei when 
they lose so badly,' Ish said. 

"Thev are not making eve contact. You are just watching them on TV,' Omi 
said. 

'If this match is a draw, I will treat you all to dinner. Ok, two dinners,' Ish said. 

For its second innings. India made oat- e hange. Ii replaced the opener- klamcsh 
with another new guy called Laxman. 

'The team is full of people with contacts. Everyone is getting their turn today,' 
Ish said as the Indian openers took the crease for the second follow-on innings. 

But Laxman connected with the ball and bat. He slammed four after four. At 
the end of I he ihird dav. India stood at a respect able 25 1/-!. And inn lhal lo the 
lies! innings score of 171, India needed only 20 runs to match Australia's lirsl 
innings of 445. An innings defeat looked unlikely, and, yes, we could even draw 

'Set, that's wind Ihe Indian renin fines. Righl when yrui give up hope, they get 

you involved again,' Ish said at dinner. 

■You were going to see all davs anyway. Please ihink about our Monday 
meeting,' I said. 

'Laxman'sjob is not done. He needs to be around if we wan a draw,' Ish said. 
I sighed. I would have io prepare I'm Che school meeting by myself. 

ol the match. Yes,' India wdu the World Cup on 25 June 1983 and so that 

'■I' -e, \usli ilLiin rrn ■ ii ii 1 1 1 1 1 1 lhc\ tin: nili ant a 

did il the whole tiav. Thai's righl. On I he Iburlh dav ol" Ihe Tesl, Ish ditln'l leave 

the TV even to pee. 

Here is what happened. Lamt.m and Dinvid eontmticc :n plav and added ;!S7 
runs for the fifth wicket. Day 4 started at 274/4 and ended at 589/4. Nine of the 

'.in Ii d in I ei Ik i rowtl ,i I tl. 1 1 t ,artl. us mi sscil 

. hc\ chained l.n::niii:t s nan'.e cnmir'h I iracs In :ua]:c Sieve Wau^a v isii>k i.'.iacrp', 



Laxman ended the day at 275 not out, scoring more than what the ent 
Indian team did in their first innings. Dravid made 155 not out. We had lots 
wickets left, had 337 runs more than Australia and only one day left in t 

'1 can finally sleep in peace. 13 buy the draw dinners, 1 Ish said as we down 
the shutters of the shop. 

Human expectations have no 11: 
days ago, the start or the fifth d 
everyone in the stadium stood up to applaud Ibi his eleven-hour innings. 

The Indian en pi. an ' inn u. ah liLi.i lr a s : .i ip: .sr decision. Alti'i an hour's plav iVn - 
ihi- (lay, lie i Ire In ml ihc Indian inning si d5T/7. Ii mean! Apsii-nlia would have 
to come back and bat. And that they had to make 384 runs in the rest of the day 
to win the match. 

'Is Ganguly mad? It's too risky. We should have continued to play. Get the 
draw done and over with,' 1 said. 

'Maybe he has sonic I h inn fly in mind.' Ish said. 

I wasn't sure of Ganguly's intentions either. Ok, so we lucked out and made a 
liig mini in lake i hp game to a draw. Bui why did ihe eapiain declare when he 
could have played on umil I hprr' was no lime left? Unless, of course, he wanted a 

'He can t b I follow on We could have had an innings defeat. 

Now, Ganguly reallv thinks he has a chance to bowl these Australians out?' I 
said. 

Ish nodded as Ihc Australian haismun revericd lo ihr crease. Ganguly hud 
kepi ihc winning score or' 38-1 required l.iv ihr Australians ai n la.mulising level ■ 
difficult yet possible; Australians could have played sale and taken the game to a 
draw, hut I h.ii is nor how Au.si ralians play. 

'Hey Mr Mathematician, has it happened? Has it ever happened that the side 
faring a follow-on nciuailv won ihe liiamii'r 1 ' Isli said. He signalled Omi lo start 
urgent, special prayers. 

I pulled out the crickd d.ua hook from the lop shelf. We hardly sold any of 
Ihese, hul llie publisher marsied \v<- kooo a lew rmaes Ok. so n has hnoprnrtl 

'How many limes? Isii snui, eves glued to screen. 

Twice,' I said ami tioiiccd (Jini c lose his eves and chant silently. 

'See, it happens. Twice in how long?' Ish said. 

Twice in the lasl hundred and len years.' 

Ish turned to me. 'Only twice?' 

'Once in 1894 and then in 1981.' I read out loud from the page. Bulh limes, 
England won a^ainsl. guess wlv. Australia. Sorn' buddy, but statistii-,-.:iv 
spc,iki:iij. Ibis niai'.h is so over.' 

Ish nodded. 

trip,' Ijoked P ' y , spo 

'Or like if India wins, you will start believing in God?' Omi played along. 



I told Omi to slop pravi]"i;i Ion much. A (lni'.» won Id ' liti''. i languly probably 
did not know the odds. The worst would be if Australia did scare the runs. 

'161/3,' thni read Australia's sun t at km. nliirii niiuculi-d with our own break. 

'Let's clean up the shop, guys. The match yets over in a lew- hours. We may 
have some customers, 1 I said. A draw is line. We will take the Australians another 

Day 5 - Post-tea " P P P 

The Indian team muni hove nii.xci! soinri hin.n special in their rca. Australia 
rami' hark and coniinucd to cruise at loij/3- Then i:am( live deadly overs that 
included a haltrick from Ilarbhajan Singh. Next stop, Australia 174/8. In eight 
runs, half of tin' An .si ralinn I nu n was gone, 

'Ish, don't fucking stand in front of the TV,' I said. But (sh wasn't standing, 
Only Jumping, 

'Fuck your statistics man, luck the probability,' Ish shouted in jubilaiion. I 
don't like it when people insult mathematics, bin I gave [sh the benefit of doubt. 
■] nu nil - - flowed a few i elebtn'oiv curses when \ on ',vi .nr ss history. 

Pretty soon, ihe lasi two batsmen we.ee .sra.lc.rd as ivrll. Harhhaja.n, the Surd 
1 1 i . 1 1. "sh ki.sseh hi: si rcen [and lri'i saliva marks all ovcr|, look sue wickets, and 

In Eden Gardens, every placard, every poster and anvihiniz i.'U i Lbt i ^1 iliV- 
besides prnole was on liii-. II nas impossible lo hem- the TV commentary, as the 
crowds roared evrryhme an [ndian icnm member's mime was announced. 

Ish stood tall, his hands on his hips and looked al the screen I could see 

blue as if he wished he was one of them. But today, he di 

rrgrels. I think nini'i- ih.m winning to he Ihem. he warned them to win. He saw 
f-lajbiiajan iimp and jumped along. He clapped when Cani>idy came in accept ihe 

Two balls quickly please, we have a match,' a boy plonked a fifty-rupee note on 
the counter. The first customer of Ihe greai Indian Cricket Season had arrived. 
1 folded my hands and looked at the sky. Thank you God, for the miracles vou 



be worth it, 1 told" myself. We were in the principal's office in the^Lendriya 
Viilyalava The oilier ivasin a poor stair, with rickety furniture arid dusty 
trophies. Like liajsl government offices and buildings old dies piled up high on 
several cupboards. The ladv principal aed si* teachers sal around a semicircular 
wooden table. It must be miserable to work here, 1 thought. It must be miserable 
to work for anyone else. I thought again. 

'Go on,' the principal said, as my pause lb: rbrct became loo long, 

'So we have a dislriel level champion player who eari design a package based 

hundred students. I had them laser printed at a computer shop for three rupees a 
page. A peon broughi saiuosas an,) :ea tor everyone. 

'How much will this cost?' the administrative head said. 

'We did some calculations. Your average cost will be ten thousand a month,' 1 



Iministralivc head said. He shut the notel 
I took a deep breath i had thought of ar 



'Frankly, no. 
livisiuns. We hi 



:e thinks i bar wo v. where will 
'From rich families. 1 The head took out ] 
'But talent is not distributed onlyamon, 

'Do you know halt niir classrooms leak in mi- ram, iiu- head sun. 'biriouitl wc 
get shinv balls or fix I ho leaks? lie stood up to leave. 

I mentallv said the F-word a few times. C'mon Covind, save this. You need 
business, any business, 

'Sir, we can do a plan tor five thousand n inonlh,' I said, 

Ish raised a hand to keep me quiet. 1 cuuld have killed him. 

Ish stood up. to match ih.c admin head's hoighi. Whal arc you here to do?' 

'To give child ron nr, cilai.nlion, i he beat: said will-, a straight face. 

'And all the education is in these honks tuev rear! under the plastered roofs? 
What about tin- eduoaboir rhai conies Imni sports?' 

■What?' the admin head said. 

'Sit down Jinn sir,' the principal said. 'Let us hear what they have to say.' 
Jitin-slr, I merit, ray noied Ins name, as he sat down again. 

'Are you teaching your kids r Mibjee: railed rcamwork? Ar e you leaching iheni 
how lo chase a goal with passion? An: you leaching rlieni discipline? Are you 
leac hing ihem focus?' Ish asked. 1 siamperl his trior , signalling him to sit down. 
But he ignored me. 

'What are you talking about? .'Ins trom nni' oi Ihe teachers. 

'Sports leaches them all this. And rell rue. who wilt be more successful in lile? 
The kid who knows all the chemical formulae nr ike noe who knows teamwork, 
passion, discipline and focus?' 

'Sit down, son. Ill; 1 prnv tpal said. Kl: rook his ^..- : ir hut ik.-i n-'i keep quiet. 

'I'm not HC-tdii-fj. for a seaicd-tlov.T, version, kighi hundred kids and they want 
to keep them kicked in classes all day. We will i liuse useless first divisions foul 
not spend two sainosu plaies worth of money on sports.' 

He pointed to the samosas on the plate. All the teachers stopped eating 
midvvav IT:i pause net; inn ci I i.i ni :'. i ho prir.oi|iiil sifiUr- i^:;.a frae. icn i hoc sand 
is ok for a nlal l.er's see how u goes V'ou are on fur sis months.' 

We stood up ro shake hands. Six educated, fil'tv -somei rua^s si una up lo shake 
hands wirh me. Yes. I had become a real businessman. 

'If this works, why don't you come to a meeting at our Belapur school?' the 
olrlesr gentleman in the group said. 

'Oh, yes. This is Mr Uhansali, headmaster of the Belapur school. He came for a 
visil, su I asked him ro sit in rlfis meeling,' lbe principal introduced. 

I took his card. 1 mentally made a note to order business cards and wondered if 
I could do the fist pumping now or save il for later. 



Eleven 



Goa, wowl Someone has a good We, Vidya said with a pin in her mouth. She 
stood on a sEool in her room, fixing a poster of Aamir Khan in Oil Chnhta Hai on 
Lhe wall. I, her tulor. he-Id ihf- pin irav. So much for my posiiton of authority. 

'Goa is your In-other' s idea i n.-allv don ■ need I his break Irani work,' I said. 

Of course, you do,' she- said us she slcpped down 'II will help von get over (ho 

'Whai will hi-lp me get over the earthquake is work, aod '.in- money I make to 
pay hack those loans. This trip is costing us three thousand bucks.' 1 came back 

'Can you aci more" imp rested?' 

"Very funny. So did you do lhe calculus chapter in vollr so-called .scll'-sl udv 
mode.'' 

'I did self-study as you did not have time for me,' she said. 

'Anyway, I doti'i undersiaoe! il. An usual, I suck. What n all ihis "ds til", and 
why arc they so many scary symbols?' 

'Vidya, you are appealing lor medical entrance. Don't talk like...,' I stopped 



Yes, calculus problems. Can we please start?' 

the next chapter h\ lhe iiia.- I i . kirk.' I s;;id rsr. I iliikned class. 

She kept quiet. 

'Vidya., why is il thai some! inn: s making you talk is like extracting teeth.' 
I am like this only, you have a problem? Only you have the right to : 
people?' she threw back. Her eyes turned moist and her long fingers trer 



and climbed up. Omi said 
ni doesn't care. He is a piece of :n\ heart.' All's 
i.sl. 'Snaielnaes 1 wish I had ru,i nianied ajiaio. 



wrapped the cash .ind iiikels in pii^sli'- and r>U'.?d ii inside my socks, 
felling with a twelve -veiir-rdd . and I wo oiher ii'" 1 - 1 - n j p kids, diis responsibility' 

: to fall on mt. 



^ 'No, no. 1 am no' iliai si-niur in lhc parly. Rim i 

Isl/pulled Ali's arm and drew hi 
■Khuda Hafiz, abba,' Ali called 01 

* 

i ireiiiiisers. hiiw ii' lurei 111'- organisers. Let us go in.' 1 said. A haire arm 
;topped me. The arm belonged to a security guard outside I lie VIP stand. 

'Thirty thousand people hen- wan; hi go in dim-. Who are vonV Aulugraph 
turners?' 

'Say it.' Ish said to me in a hushed voice. 
Get your senior. I want to talk to him.' 
'Why?' the hairy guard said. 



n Span: Pand.il -Ji 

in of the bij^est sports company 

borrowed the card from hia t 
you cooperate or...' 

The security guard broke into a sweat ana ' ■■ his m. i nur d :n. 

orders. He remained sceptical, I ended another call in fiujarati and bis face 
'Gujarati?' he said. 

'Yes,' I said guardedly. 

'Oh, how an- vouV he said in Cmiaraii. Thank God lor India's various regional 
clubs. 

I just landed from Ahmedabad,' I said. 

saw the Australians play and ihoughi maybe we 

i? Why don't you take an Indian?' 

■ ■ itoorl p ,!■..■! s ,i i- i ■■ s vi' mo ones, well, 

tell me, will you buy a liai i-mlorsed by Aiii Agarkar?' 

The guard nodded. Hi.- spoke inlo a niir iophoni- hanging ironi his car and 

'One of you stay with us,' the security head said. 



'One guard will accompanv von. What about the ldd? He has 
to go?' 

'Oh yes, he is in the campaign. You see, we arc lining a cnaeh and studrni 

The gates creaked open. The guards frisked us to the paint of molestation. 
Finally, we made it to the enclosure. We walked through 

the posh, red fibiT-gla^ ae.nif, and h;-i; down in an emply rnw. We bad ihe bcsl 
view in Hie stadium. We came aJ'ier the I ml inn innings hud ended. Australia 
would l>ni now. A pari limn ihe batsmen on 

crease, their team would be in the stands soon. 

'Omi will be ok?' Ish whispered. 1 nodded. 

'We will wait for Ihe Australian team In i.ome. ol:V ] ' I said m Ihe si'i ' n m \ ^iiari! 
li-si he became suspicious again. He nodded. 
'Are you from Gujarat?' Ish asked him. 

'No,' the guard said. lie looked upset, as if a Gujarati girl broke his heart. 
'Hey, look slowly live rows behind,' Ish said.' 

[ turned. There was a young Sikh boy in a burgundy turban wearing the Indian 

shake his hand?' S ' 8 
Don I he nu ' s ° ne suspicion you are star-struck and they will kick our asses 

'Can 1 take dial?' Ali said as %v; tilers in while uniforms walked a round wilh 
soft drinks. 

'Pretend you own a two -hundred- crore company. Go for it Ali,' I said. 

Soon we were nil drinking Kama in lall gl ?f:s. fbank Cod lor sponsors. 

Murmurs rippled in our stand. Fvcrvone lurncd back in nee men in yellow 
dresses emerge ironi ihe dressing room. Ish ehnehed my hand lighi as he sa.w ihe 
Australian team members. They came and sat two rows ahead of us. 

That is Steve Waugh, the Australian cap;am. ish whispered in my ear. I could 
hear his heart beat through his mouth. 

1 nodded and a deep breath. Yes, everyone was there - Etevan, Lehman, 
Svnujnds and even McGrath. But we didn't come here to cheek out ihe Australian 
team like awestruck fans. We were he for a purpose. 

my effort to act placid. 

A few people noticed, but looked away as Ali was a kid. True VIPs never 
screamed at stars even though lliev h'kee to ha rig around them. 

i ■■ i w Mi'.i . 'mi .'mi i ■ ■ i .i:. 'ii ' ■ i MioriK on. 

With curly hair and deep blue eyes, he could mil lie more lhan twenty. 

The VIPs clapped a.s Adam Giicluisi ail a .six. In Ihe general slabs, there was a 
silent. " . P P 

The Australian team hi-fived at the six. The curly haired hoy-man in f&nt 

Aii finished his third Fanta. 

'Go talk. I have done my job, 1 I prompted Ish. 

'After a few overs, let the match settle,' Ish said. 



heered as I 

m from standin.e '.id on hi 1 - chair A fi'\v p, : .ip!i Sim ;■::■ '! .ii ihi- quaUlv i>: 
ting it to the VIP stands these days. Bevan, already padded up, left for 
-.. Tbr- cinl; hiuivil I ii v- -man Tin i!rd ami: ml hi look at Ish. 
■ ii nu. Wr [an liu I his. Kt:riCM win, [Viuon ivc art: 2-2/ said ro lmnsi-li'. 



'It's ok. Good o; 



ir something. 

c from Ahmedabad in Giijar 



The security guard relaxed a 
mportant enough after all. 

Ish finished his story in an hoi 

Tou want me to test him? K 
something.' 

Trust me, if Indian selectors 

'We are a lough tear 
ilowly. 

'Well, that is why I want you to 
row, and will continue to do so. W 
n your team because I trust you.' 



"red stared at Ish with unblinking blue eyes. 
I played for my district, too. Never had the guidance 
itinued. '1 wasted my siudif-s. 'ought with my parents, th 
Ihia game. This icum evi-rvlhiriK !i> me. Not everyone c 



Kidding mate. You guys ere better at emotions. But we take the-piss better,' 

Half Ihc Aussie lingo whs tji.-vi.iinl oh:, t.mi w-c smiled anyway. 
'Call our friend, we need him.' 1 said firmly lu the guard. 

Two minutes later, Omi joined us. ile came in so thirsty be grabbed Mi's drink. 
'What the hell were von yuvs doing? 1 wailed two hours? 1 
Milking friends.' I siud. sniilniii aack .u Fred as Aiis:ralia hit a four. 
Australia won the match, Inn tsli dido'; have time tor reoiiM-.se. He had to pad 
up AK. 

We came to the ground l-.alfnn hour ,.|["n-|- ;hv final ir.alch ceremonies. 
'He is a pace bowler.' Ish turned to Ali, 'Do you want a helmet?' 
Ali shook his head. 

■Wear it.' !sh strapped the n el met on to Ali's head. 
'Ready, mate?' Fred called from the bowler's end. 

Ab nodded. Ish took the wicketkeeper's place. Fred IDok a ten-step run-up with 
a ferocious expression, the hall aioined nnsl Ali. Ish stepped hark lo catch it. 
'Gifted?' Fred said to ote at. he prepared another run-up. 
Hey, what's up Ali?' Ish said. 

T cannot see. The bail is white. And the foreigner makes scary faces.' 

'Ignore the face. Look at the ball,' ish said as he pulled out the helmet. Omi ran 
in adjust the Mark screen on die boundary. 

Fred bowled a pcrlcc.i second deliver,-. Ali slriiok this lime. The ba.t delleeied 
Ihe ball forty live degrees. Trie hall staved low but did rn.il bounce until ii crossed 
the boundary. Six, 

'Bloody hell! Where did that come from?' Fred said. 

Two more balls,' I said. 1 was aware of what Was happening inside Fred's head. 
The feeling of being i rainiilerl. n.tti iliaied and vimtjitishcd by a men: boy had only 

Fred's third ban went for a four and the last one frjr a six. His face looked more 
huniuii. r'l Ih.tii scarv. And no irs-tler I:'.'','..- manv tunes he s.-un 'mate', his tone 
had turned from calm to anxious. He looked like someone who had been shaken 

'How did he tin thai? Fred inu tiered, lugging ai his early hair. 

We looked at Ab. He sat down on the floor and held his head. 

Tou ok?' Ish said. The pressure had gotten to Ali. 'What's up?' Fred said. 

'Being e.virn focu.seii takes a lot out of lion, i-ie needs in recoil si after a few big 
hits. I taughl him lo play a fall innings in the neigh no art mix I bat today...' 

'Stress, male, all that travel and you shove .; scar,- while guv in his face,' Fred 
said. 

'He has to face this,' Ish said He bent down to remove Ali's pads. 
Tcp, needs stamina a 
Tou think so" J ' 'That's 



4ev guvs can vou hang on, I need id make a call.' Fred si 



'Thanks, Fred," lsh said. I could sec Ihc pride in Ish's f 

Goodonya. Whv dor.'l !;u'. s bring him down to Au 
out and practice in my academy,' Fred invited like ge 
simple hs taking an auto in Navratigpura. 'Really? 1 lsh sa 

Yc-ah right, I tluiURlH. W. hml s!.:r>ipi>fl lo gel second- 
were leaving the same nigh! in save money. Yet, lsh warn 

'We can't, Fred,' I intervened, 

'Why?' Fred asked. 

'Can't afford it. 1 don't own a cricket business.' 'What?' 
I run ii small cricket slum. We licit til |>C[ into vOUr 
The air became tense. 

'Holy Moly,' Fred smiled, 'You guys! Some gumption. Anyway, I am no rich 
either like your Inciae ;cam i'I.i'.yi Si. ibm i:h.] bv n:i : . Ltui you could hove 
into trouble there If caught,' 

'1 had to make sure Ali gels lested by ihe best,' lsh said. 

'Then get him to Australia. 1 leave India tomorrow. How big is vour business 

Tt is kind of small,' lsh said. 'And tickets are expensive,' 

'Well, one of my cx-girliVictnis works wiih Qantas. Let me see what I can 
Fred said as ut walked hack. 'II is just 1st) unri Ali right?' 

Thai's ttno,' T said quickly. 

'No, we are partners Fred. Either we all come together or not. We need I 
tickets,' lsh said. 

call. 6 ' PP 7 

'All right,' Fred said as he rei timed, '1 can do four lickels.' 'Wow,' lsh exclair 
'look Ali. i his is because of you.' 
Ali smiled. 

July works. ' ! sank 'We can - rumr ui rtir summer vacation, that's peak si 
I u^lI I"-?-" 1 froir. I'U' ni"ki-;s. Ilii'LT '.'."out*: be expc:i:;e cm passports, visas 

to do it, but it's not every day you get. t.o 



Twelve 



There is some junk sniiiml here. Hul il will hi' a grcm store for vnur shop.' 
Mama said, opening ihr dm a- m ; i di i..pidnieif godown. 

L:ri-HiiMtl'." legs. W: 1 navigate.! fin" w.iv :lirt.'ii^:i ■ np:'.- gLinnvbags. sri. lis briel:^ 

'It's fifteen feet by fifteen feet. A good size.' Mama said. 
'Mama, w-hat rent <in ■ »n want for this?' J said. 

I had decided in go wiioicsnle business. ! was ijtiiii: erriniii I hMt ihe recent 
erickel scries win I Id I ; ii-r.^i.si- demand liigl ime. As kins, jib I roil Id rit;c:i. I ii- goods an 
credit, I could make money, 

'Nonsense. A father does not take rent from his son,' Mama said. 

I hated such form of benevolence. I had estimated the godown' s rent as half of 
the shop. It hud no frontage in make il stumble for retail. 

'And speaking of sons, I want you to meet my son today,' Mama said and 
sliii u ti:d.' Dili rail Dhirai 1 ' Dhirai. Mania's lourtcen vcar-uld son, came running 
from the temple compound. His Spiderman T-shirt and jeans contrasted with the 
plate of vermillinn and sal'Trem paste I hat he was ea trying in his hand. 

'Baba, here you are. Lei me pul the tilak,' Dhiraj said. 

Dhiraj put a tilak on Minnas forehead. 'Meet vnur brothers. Mania said. 
Govind, Ishaan and, of course, Omi.' 

'Hi,' 1 said. 

The cricket shop owners. I love cricket,' the liny said in a voice thai had just 
broken into adolescence. 

'So young, yet he helps me with my campaign after school,' Mama said with 
pride in his voice. 'Two trips to Ayodhya already. Put tilak on your brothers, son.' 

Dhiraj pin lilnk on our foreheads too. 'I have to finish put;:. Ish l>ljai , . , i-:. von 
have to give me cricket tips someday' 

'Sure, run along,' Mama said. 

We came out of the godown. Mama bolted the door. 
'How is it going, Mama? You need me?' Omi said. 

'Flections are only si>. months away. In a few months, the rallies will start. I 
have to show Parekh-,: what a brilliant job I can do.' 

I took out ten one hundred rupee antes and placed fhein :'n Mama's hand. 
'Rent for the godown, Mama,' I said. 

Leave it no,' he said. 

'Don't say no. Mama, i am already obligated io you. Utisiness is ioi>kiii[i up. Wr 
will repay your loan soon, too,' 1 said. 

* 

'Hello, Pandil-ji? Can you hear me?' 1 said. 1 received a call from Pandit-ji a 
month niter 1 hail opened the godown. I hr temple hells made it hard tn lalk and I 

I have had e ."I. ircd ivmil to marr nr. ■ i. :' .!■ Ii Lers off and go back to 

my Kashmir.' 

'I know Pandit-ji,' I said. He had told me Ihis story a dozen nines. 



i London. They will take both my daughters. Wa 

i ceremony?' 

im-.]>!L:n- [he- Si?viij£. fiu i if il is on-' reivmonv. thrv 



one lakh,' I said an impulse. Ish and Otni looked it me in 
surprise. Whai crazy scheme was l up (o now? 

'One lakh forty is tin; cost, iiml now you want to buy it off me at a loss?' 
i am buying everything.' 

'Give me thf- ]i".tini'\ :>v i.. n-on: li. wn: i ',:]■:>■ il lor nr,.-- ii"rn r ' l-'andit-ji said. 

1 said one lakh. No more.' l said in a firm voice. 

'When can you take the stock? The godown buyer needs possession last,' 
'Today.' I said. 

When I told Ish and Umi about riir- deal laic-r, worry line* iTissn-osscd their 
foreheads. 1 saw .-i gold-mine nude. India had performed great in the recent 
series. The summer vacations would slur! in hi few weeks. Iff sold it all, I could 

Tou know what you are doing, right?' Ish was doubtful. 

I looked at him. My risks had let him down before. Yet, you can't do business 

Tes. I do. Do you trust me? 1 

Of course,' he said. But his daughter is gone.' 

'What?' 1 said, puzzled. 

'You had a thing for her,' Ish reminded me. 

'Oh,' 1 said arid looked away. You have no idea who lias a thing for whom 
buddy, 1 thought. 

IJusiiit-ss eM'Ini led in ibe nr-MI Ibuv months. I.Ai:r\ Indian k.d ula'.t'd etitkes at 
May and June. Experts had called the India-Australia series bistntir. The actual 
matches had laken plate durini; (hi- i-Mams. Tin: peril -tip c.tii Jioi li\ ijuni: (nil 
pruperlv nidv ii: tht.' vacations. 

'Is this how Ilarbhajan grips the ball?' a seven-year-old tried to fit the cricket 
bail ink* ids tiny fist. 

'Laxman and my batting skies air idcntitul. said another liny in ihc park. 

Customers at the temple shop tripled, Our wholesale business fared even 
better. Retailers never stopped calling. 

'What? Pandit-ji is going back tn Kashmir? Anyway, two boxes of balls in City 
Mall sports shop?" said one. 

'I've taken over Panriil-Ji's ousiness. Call us. we deliver in two hours.' I told 
aiiolbcr large shop in Satellite. 



I kept track of cash, Oml did deliveries, while Isli manned the shop. When 
schools reopened, he also looked alter the monthly supply business. We now 
supplied in ['iii-i ]■ schools, li mok a oalifinal holiday fit] \n Augusl lor us in have a 
quiet day at the shop. 

"We should have kept kites. Look at the ski', that's easv money,' 1 said as I 
counted cash. 

'Huny up with ihf- scmiinis,' Oini said. 'Mam,', war. Is us lhere by four.' 

Mama had planned his rally on Indepemlenec Day, I he satin.: day as Mi's dad 
had planned a speed i lor Ins parly's eandidale. Wind's nn irf, holh ihe rallii-s 1 1 ink 
place at the same venue, at the opposite ends of Nana Park. 

'We will get there by four. But guess what's our profit for the last four months,' 
1 faced the two. 

Both shrugged. 

venty what?' Ish said. 

at's right. Out of whirl-, fbrtj thousand will be used to repay our loans. The 
ning i hilly is nurs.' I said ami passi-d no a bundle of miles In each of 1 hem. 

□, any problem?' 1 said and realised I had come across too firm, 
pe. So, how many loans do we have left? 1 

tly twenty thousand more, if you roum the interest. We will repay all by the 
■nd of the year; I said and locked the safe. I kepi ihe key in my shirt pocket. I 
itood up to do a siook invcrdorv in the RUdown. 
'Hey, Govind,' Ish said as he pulled my arm down. 'What?' 
" ustralia,' he said. 

mon. we have discussed ii. Yes. it was nice in meei I'rcd and Mi is good. Jusl 



eil is siviriR Ihe lickels,' ish said. 

sand for the four of us,' 1 said. I wanted to go as well, but 1 couldn't 'afford to 
d so much on a junket. 

:re is my ten,' Ish said and hissed ihe 1 hi mile bark in me, Mv rami filiation to 
.ustralia fund.' 

joked at Ish and Omi. These guys are nuts. Super nuts. 

ike this money home and toss the bundle at your dad. You need to.' 

'Here's mine. U issi d ii: Irs I .(.mile, ion i."ino-i < iiai,' I said. 

don't work for monev. I'm with von siitv.'i and don't have to be a priest. That's 

enough forme.' 

'ell then let's save ii for Ihe business and...,' I was interrupted inimediiilely. 
o, this money is for Australia only' 
'Just when the business was looking up' Oh well. I said and lossed my bundle 

'There you go," Ish said. 'wrV' ;;o1 I hit"," grand tlont. l-'ovr il only you don't pay 

ty Ish. The loan has lo be repaid.' 
.11 repay it - later,' Ish said. 

iu don't listen. What if the other expenses end up higher?' 



'We will spend ns link as possible We'll lake enough i.heplas .inri khakras to 
eat ror the stay. Fred will arrange the stay. Think about it nun, the Australian 

I sat down and sighed My financiallv clueless parincrs looked ai inc like kills 
'.v.dlin;! fur candy, 

'All right. Who is the bloody travel agent, let me bargain with him,' 1 said. 

■Yes, here we go, 1 Ish said as he dialled 1 1 j.- agcnCs number. One week, 1 can't 
leave r h(: business anymore ami overvda.l will In' expensive IhcrC,' I SUid as I took 
the phone, Omi disconnected ihe phono, l.aier. lei's go u > Nana Park now,' Omi 

Twice, They dug '.hi- Ayndfiyn sile iwii i-.' Man ■a raised lira lingers. 
His voice echoed, more due to ihi- poor qualm <>i loudspeakers ihan i he- impacl 
of his words. Ish ami I sal at urn- end of the firs: row. Omi Mood on stage. He fell 
important wearing a party '>nd!;c . riio-.i^h be onlv haii ,1:1 'Tr.'.r.d-bnv slal us. I lis 
iisponsibialics included ]>lac::n; mineral waier bonks for cvrnone silting on the 

Mama had done a good job of publicity. Two hundred people had shown up, 

slate politics and a lor,;!t imc associate o:' I'arekh-ii. sar. cealreslagc. Marna nvis 
■ ■ i i j< 'v.jil 1 . ids if, e nil nines oi mike fame In for' 1 I la.Miiu'dvii's speech. 

'As far back as lo7;s. ASI. ilic govern meal's own entiiy. found lemple evidence. 
But the secular govern mcni bid ii. Then in T>')'2, out dear kar scvaks were 
pushed into brcakiu;: the structure. Ami ihcv found something.' 

fsh started err-r k.ng knui kie.v an !"l> i nai in^ Mama's words. 

They found a Hari-Viaonu inscription thai established without doubt that 
iherc was a lemple in ihe pa si. Km die secular pat ty buries ihai news, ton. The 
locus sbilis to ihe kar scvaks as vandals. Bui vvha! aiioiii Ihai. evidence? Can a 
Hindu in India demand .justice or not? Where should we gn"J To America? 

Everyone applauded as Mama left the stage. Mama had candidate potential, i 
thought, 

me to the nuke. He rci|Ursu.:d everyone to close I heir eves 10 say 
ra, thrice. 11 always worked. The crowd became involved. They 



mber?' Omi said, his silk badge flul 

:i\ over lo Ihe oilier end of ihe park, to Ihe other rally, 
; less saffron and more white, 

it is a place of iniclhiicr.l pcopk . All's 'lad was speaking, 'who know 

a seat hi the last^w and eyeballed the crowd. Unlike Mama's hundred 
Hindu, this was more of a nu.ved bunch. If ibe secular party was so pro- 
s Mama suggested, whv were so rnanv I Mm Ins silling here? 



!■ |Hi,\ Kl 

<:s. we 11 



it's sabotage. The Hindu party did it.' said one person in the crowd. Tension 
filled (he air. People miked :il>oii' raiding die Hindu rally. 

'Let's teach those guys a lesson,' a muscular man led the pack and lifted his 
chair. I wondered If I should run back and warn Mama. 

'It's back. Ladies and gentlemen, please sit down. The power is back,' All's 
lather came lo iln- si tine uhli folded bunds. The- t'nj;s wh erred again. 

1 remembered ihc kissing cbijn pan /tcs and rcconi'iljai.ion mechanisms. But 
right now, ihcrc were no kisses Only chairs lhat could be thrown cverytune the 

[ siepped outside. I called a travel agent, 'We want to apply for four passports 
mid visas lo Auslialiii. Anil ilon ; give me a crazy price-' 

I returned to Ghulam Zian's speech. .-Mi's dud spoiled me and came over, 
inaavat, Govind bhai. What brings von hcre" J IV el come', welcome.' 

'You speak well. Von know [sh s plans to take Ali to Australia?' I said. 

'He told me. iushallah. vou .Mil j-o. Aii ijien'in-is 1st j:i bh.us name m Icasl 

I en limes everyday. Sumeiimes 1 leel ishuan Uinii is mure his Caiher lhan me. Goa, 
AuslraJia, 1 never sav no In him. Whv isn't he here?' 

Well he and Omiare...' 

'At the other raUy, isn't it? Don't worry, I understand. Your choice.' 

i am a businessman. I have no interest in politics,' I said, in fact, I'll go now.' 

He fell into step with me. I'll come and say hello to Ishaan 

I wanted to tell him it was a terrible idea for him to come to Mama's rally. 



d a finger. A few people i 



rd booed at us. Ali's dad's beard looked extremely out of place. 

ter. HasmuLh-ji slopped -fdk-ng. Lucidly, he kept quiet. Ali's abba 

hand to wave lo Mama and Hasmukh-jl. 

V. Ali's abba,' 1 murmured without looking at him. 

le running to me and grabbed my hand. 'What die hell are you doing? I 



Ali's dad heard Omi and looked at me. I shook mv head. He gave me an all- 
knowing smile and turned to walk back. 

I don'l give a fuck aboui diis,' I stiouisd hark. I linubr he heard me. 



Thirteen 



First C.oa. now Australia. Whi.il business do voi; do?' said Vidva, her eves the 
size of the new one-rupee crana. 

'Fred kept his promise when Isb wrote to hoe. again. We received tickets in Hie 
mail.' 1 said. Wf had finished rlnss and I wnnli'd to tell her about ro> impending 

So who are Ihc two people going?' she said. 

Not twn. four Ali and the three of us are going,' I said. 

'Lucky bums.' she laughed. 

'So, I will be away for ten (lavs. Bui your books won ! lie. Viiiva, a.Ii mv students 
'Forget it. So whore are vou ^oimi in Australia?' 

'Sydney, Fred is from there. Ali will practice in his academy for a week. When 
your brother sets ids mind no sunn a hi rig. be rocs real far.' 

'Unlike me. 1 can't focus. I'm sun: I will funis mv medical en I ranee. 1 will be 
stuck in this hellhole home even in college. And then I will get married into 
another hell-hole in some backward part of Gujarat.' 

'Gujarat is not backward,' 1 retorted. 

Maybe 1 am too forward.' 
I opened her guide books. '5* P asy 

'Why are studies so baring? Why do you have to do something so uninteresting 

stood up toleave. P q ' Q ".J* 8 . 

'Will you get me something from Australia?' 

'Ask your tnmlier, he will gel you whatever you want.' I restneked the bonks. 
No way would 1 spend more cash than I needed to. 

'Anyway, we are on a. tight budget,' t elarilied. She nodded as if she understood. 
'So, will you miss me?' I continued to look down. 

'You have a budget for how much you can miss people, too?' she asked. 

'Do your sums, Vidya. Focus," 1 said and left. 

Tou guys tired or wanna hit pracliee?' were Fred's first words of welcome id 
the airport. 

'Where is my bed?' I wanted to ask. 

We had taken an overmglil iron: I mm Ahiuedabnd lo Mil mliai. waited sisl unite 
hours 10 board a fourteen hour fight to Sydney via Singapore. Thirty hours of 
travel in cramped environments and i w anted to kill myself with sleep. 

At 7 a.m. in the morning, joggers clogged the pavements. Fie I uie-pnsurird entice 
shops advertised delicious muffins. 

I patted the khakrus in my bag. We couldn't ail'oul any eabes io this town. 

'I go to the academy ground in the morning.' Fred said as he stepped on the. 
gas. 'I've put you up in a hostel. Take a nap first I'd say. Philip will pick you up 
for the evening practice.' 

* 



Guys, this is Ali. He is a batsman,' Fred said to the other players who came for 
prm lire. Alien icom 1'lukp. ili. le was ;\ i»:-e;'v guv cilleri Peter and a spectacled 
.spinner r:;5 1 Sieve. I liirgoi itu- oilier names instantly. 

Fred screamed. Five rounds everyone. Close to the boundary lint, no short- 
rounds of the academy gvou nus eiiunied iwitiiv miimu s ,i iiim iin> 

rounds nr' 1 In- bank's l oil rl Vblill . Alicr I he run. *t i I it I innumerable silllpS, push 
lips and crunches. Three personal Irainers supervised fin.' sllu.icrils each. The 

1 had lo field anyway. 

'Here, bowl: I'm! lowed Ihc hall to Ali. 
lie doesn't really bowl,' Ish said. 
'I know, give it a burl,' Fred clapped his hands. 
Philip look bis I'i.-liiing place ni (he- boundary near me. 
'What's burl?' I asked him. 

'Aussie slang, mate. Philip Unshed, il nraiM give it a try.' 

Ish offered to be the wicket keeper, but Fred told him to stay at the slip 
instead. All's liouiii'.Li. was no nunch I'm 1 these slate level nlavers. Kojiei slammed 
Ihe hid] inwards Ihc iionndiiry several limes. Once Hie hall rump between l-'lulip 
and me, and we had a lough time latching it. 

'Rattle your dags, mate,'" another fielder shouted at me. No one had to translate 
'hurry up' to me. 

1 threw the hall back. What was I doing in the middle of this Australian 
ground? 

As the day prosressed, so 1 1 ill my Aussie voi aim la iv. 'Onyij mis shorl for 'good 
on vou', which uieaiil wi ll tk.nc. An easy 'fall was a 'piece oi pis.s'. while ,; gn:.>ii 
one 'packed a ivallop. The mosquitoes were imi^/ies , ii:u1 soli ch inks 'inklies'. 
When I took a loo break. i'Jiilip bnn;c inc some more slimy, Ynu gol to siphon 

It started to get dark. 

'Pack-up time," announced Fred (hough Ali hadn't batted vet. 

Fred raised his eyebrows at a glum Ish in the locker room. 

I am fine.' said Ish. Omi and Alt were taking a walk outside the dub. 

l ie is asking if you are telling the truth,' I showed off my newfound linguistic 

skills. 

To me. 
I know whai whir.gc me. ins. can st>m' : oi>' pieast explain Ihc pom; ■>!" i ;i I Ilihi a 
h,csivi::i!i from i hoi: scuds oi miles awav an;.! m.>i making him bate" 

Kred smiled. 'Oh, you wanted your link- discovery in he.:. Whai I'orV So he can 

hit a few sixes. You wan! the kid to be a show-off from day one?' 



'Mate, 1 see a lot of talent. Everv MS scholarship kid has tickets on himself. If 1 
don't break their pride, they will stay hoons for the rest of their lire. Sportsmen 
aren't movie stars, matf. Even I hough your rnunicy [reals ihem like that.' 

Tou Indians have good talent, but the training - trust me on that mate. 1 
'We are only here for a week,' lsh sounded helpless. 'I'll make the week 
productive Bui today's lesson was important. If he isn't humble, he won't last 
lung.' Fred sa.id, ilinn looked m his wau.h. 'Promised ihe missus some time. I'm 
off like a bride's nighilc.' 

* 

"Checral" everyone cried. We clanged our dark brown bottles of XXXX beer, also 

Fred. Oooh...,' Fred's students egged him on after she left. 'No way, mate. The 

hit single. You mum have prplly girls nil over you in India.' Eeer.one looked at us. 
'We don'l have girlfriends, 1 Omi said. 

Why not? Indian women are ho!, ' said Michael, rolling his 

Too busy with work,' 1 said. 

'Busy? Never heard a bloke too busy to root, mate,' Roger said 
Everyone laughed. Fool meani, well, whatever. Cheek those honeys out.' 
Michael said as four girls walked 

"The one in brown, she's ain't bad,' Michael said. NCR 5.' 

'NCR 10,' Roger said. 

'And the blue one? 1 Philip said. 

'She's NCR 0. Bring it on, man,' Roger said. Fvenunc laughed, 
'What's NCR?' 1 asked as there was a whiff of maths in the 
air. 

'NCR is Number of Cans Required. The amount of beer yoi need to drink to 
want lo have sex with a girl.' Fred said. 

'Mil-haul i.lak-il an ugly i.iin li onoe He adiniis ii. NCI? ■t(l Roger said. Fivr.ryo.in: 
roared with laughter. 

'Here you go, hungry hoys,' Hazel said in a flirtatious tone she passed the 

The Australians mainly ate meal ilisl-.es. We had siuefc lo a pizza as ii was Ihe 
only reuogni sable uhoiue. 

'You got to do more protein. Michael said, his hiceps ilei-ring, as he ate. 
Omi said, I drink two litres of milk everyday,' 

lsh sat next to Fred. I could not hear their conversation However, I saw Ish's 
frequent nods. I leii ihe Aussie moling sluries and moved lo lsh. 

'if you're the howler and you've got the hid! in your hand, you're controlling the 

saving. Sana- lor A.i. ;■:<• dor-M;'! :l isi ai-t-il in he .sliulM, he needs to show Ihe 
oiher team who is the hnss.' 'Right,' lsh said. 

Mv players will cvcniuallv figure mil new ways ru bow) to Ali. A determined 
mind can' counter a gift. A champion has both.' Ish nodded. 

Hi Govindl' Fred had spotted me. 'Don't want rooting tips? We are just doing 
Inn ing coach talk.' 



Ish's chest swelled with pride: .is Fred had called hb 
I remembered something. 'Yen mentioned a scl 
thai? In fact, how dors the whole spurt s thing work in 
You waul to know why Australia til ways wins?' 

'Not always, thank goodness. We love to dominate 



Yeah, even if nol every tim 
pile of medals for Australia. In cricket, the domination continues! How come, 
Fred? 1 1 said. 

'Plenty of reasons, mate. But it wasn't always like this.' Fred sipped his 
sparkling water, in fact, in I he 197f> Olympic games in Montreal. Australia ditln'l 
win a single mcdai.' 'But voti guvs did well las! year.' [sh said. 'Yes, In Sydney 
2000. Australia won S6 medal nnh after Ml these 

fiasco as h national shame. So ihe (joi eminent set i.ip I hi- Australian Insiitule of 
Sports or the AIS and initialed she world's lies! scholars tup programme.' Fred 

'And tod i tl has hundred of stalf coaches, doctors and physios. They 

get. iwo hundred million dollars of l"unding| and have eM-ellent fat ihties. And m 
the heari of ii all. they offer sever hundred scholarships a year' Fred pushed the 
spaghetti plate towards me, 

I listened as I struggled with the ribbon-like pasta. I calculated how seven 
hundred scholarships for twenty million people would equate to for India. That 
was the equivalent of thirty-five thousad sports scholarships a year for India to 

'What's (111' st liuii.rsliipV Money'/ Ish wanted lo know. 

part of Ih.jl Lviir.iTiuiiii ''.■here ever': one has a J^j" coraciiiaieni tin heir sporr. 1 
can't tlesci ihe dial feeling. Fn:tl said, its his eves lit up. 

'1 know the feeling,' Ish said. Even though Ish's eyes aren't blue, they shone as 
bright. 

The waiters cleared our plates as we finished our food. 
'Any famous players from tins si holmsbip programme?' 

'Heaps, Michael Bcvan. Adam Gilchrist, Justin Langcr. Damien Martyn, Glenn 
McGrath, Ricky f'oni.mg. Andrew Sviumals. Shane Warne...' 

'What are you talking ahum? These are all ( ticketing [egends Ish said. 
'Legends - rhai's a good word,' Frrtl laughed. 'Hope I get there someday.' 
You have a srholarship. tony 1 said, t ied nodded. 

You are alrcadv a legend. Fred.' Isti said. N'ah, 1'iu stal ling mil. Ami lei me tell 
you boys, the whole legend bit is far-fetched. You take a bit of talent and mould it 
properly, and good stuff happens. In that sense, Australia can create legends.' 

'And we can't,' Ish asked, 

'Well you could, though right now you rely on talent more than training. You 



'Yeah, bi.il. Ish boxed his led [li'.lni \v:i I. his ■ i'ihi . 'imagine what would happen 
if we could haw :]'. is land :^f 1 1 n i li in India/ 

'Crickel ivoulii In' finished. I ;ir! uj would driimnale and li-ams [ike us would be 
nowhere.-. A( least lor now wo ran cull our wive* "li-u.-rn!'' .' Fred hooked his lingers 

Ali did bai ,|-,, :olkr.vai!i rl.ivs. Fverv heavier '.vent ibrougk die shock of being 
slammed fur s;\cs. 1-lov.fvrr. Ali kepi rhc shutting lira and played n sieady game. 
He crossed fitly runs ill .1 COUpIc of innings. ( In Friday morning All hit rhc llfill for 
H defensive shol. Tin- hail didn'i go far. Ali decided in suiy hi. I he crease. 

'Run, it is a single,' Ish urged from Ihe boundary line. 

'Run Ali,' Ish said iu.'r.ir, Ali loo::ed sarp: .scd 111 ; n: si [ union hut ran. 

'Paster,' Ish screamed, 'don't sleep.' 

Ali ran fasler as ihr fielder returned the. hid I lo ihe bowler. 

'Jump,' Ish said Ali dived He made the crease but fell with his full tjody weighl 
comm;: ilo.vii or. his led ankle. As ciTiyonr rushed toicnrtls him. hie lay on the 
ground clenching his teeth and holding back tears. 

'Oh, gel up. rfo lime for drain;].' Ish said. 

'Easy, male,' Fred said lo Ish and signalled for a physio. Within minutes, a 
paramedic c.rrivcd and pl.-.n.i i.l hii lcc pi;cl-: "ii Ali'.s swollen ankle. 

'Lucky it is nol a fracture 01 dislocation Looks iike a at.iamen: cm some wear, 
mate,' the physio said, applying painkillers am! wrapping a crepe bandage. Ali 
leaned on ihe phvsio as he tried 10 bobble. 'Give the game a rest for Iwo days. 
You'll be fine.' 

'Don't worry, he'll play in a few hours," Ish said with a sheepish expression. 
Guilt bubbled up his eyes. 

'Everyone,' Fred 1 lapped ids hands, 'lei's sit down.' 
We sat down mi ihe pitch around Fred in a circle. 

Tou are big hoys and lough plavers. You wnnl lo give ii yotir all. But I ean'l 

'I do,' Ish said. IV-cliii;'. 1 iiai;>eUcd in speak, riui iln re was sin^^e there. And 
that is what we Indians auss. We don't want to dive. We don't want to take risks.' 
The game is urn aboui being lnnrho. You enn'i gel caugbi up in ihe moment so 



-e for the rest of my life, 
.islakes. wauling io kill 
clear during ihe rr.aieh. 



Everywhere. I wanted to make a budget for Lhe next three months. I found a long 
strand of hair. IE didn't belong to Ish or Omi or me. Only one person that I knew 
h;v\ Inriii hi.it. The imli-l irjiik 1 hiiii (jj>(-:H:tl 10 Imgel her made ir.t- miss her even 

Omi came running to me. Water dripped from him and fell on my legs. I closed 

The water Is amaring. C'mon inside,' he said, catching his breath. 

'No, 1 have work. 1 have lo make a call.' I said. 'Call who?' 

'Suppliers, ' 1 snid wilhuui niaki:is i.:vc lonlae.t. 'From here? lsn'1 il expensive?' 

'Short call, need some coins,' [ said as 1 collected the change. 

back to the sea. B ' S agf>m ' 

1 collected my McIiiiikiiirs ami wiilitnl Stack in the bcaeh .shoppini; urea, 1 Ifiund 

a public phone. 

I dialed her number. 



Fourteen 



The phone rang twice. I disconnected it. I thought about leaving the booth. I re- 
inseneil Ihr- coins and dialled aaiiu. HelloV [shaan bhaivs/ Vidva said as she 
picked up the phone. 

The phone gnbhleil iwu dulliic* worth of coins. I cul the phone again. Furk, 
what the hell was I doing? I called again with fresh coins. She picked up 

1 did the chei-ae^ i hia.e, i"»jssi':ile. I iis> !'n-a- I'.ril. j inusi have roine across , is ,i 
pervert, but 1 could tlol find anything belter to say. 

'Govind?' she said, her voice careful. Had she guessed my breath? What is with 
this kid? 'Hi/ 1 said. I could not contain myself any longer. 'Govind, wow. 1 saw 
the international number. So, tell me?' Of ail the phrases ever said on the phone, 
l hair- 'tell me' the most. Do 1 have to lell something just because 1 have called? 

'How is AuslraluiV ibivin;; fun? Tell me?' 

I could kill her if she said tell me again. But maybe I should just tell her 
something, I thought. 
■Yes. it is nice. You will like this place,' I said. 
■Which place? Tell more no? Where are you now?' 

To add to the nervousness. Ihr plume consumed coins ill 11 ferocious pace. I 
kepi urlifmp, i iion: eliatiL(C as the damn ohoiic aie ii dollar even ihirlv seconds. 

■Wow, 1 have never seen a real beach in my life. How is it? Does trie water never 
end? Can you keep looking until forever?' 

'Yeah, and the sky is endless too.' Duhl Sag suii\etliii\(i moi? limn borrowing 

Where P are Ish and Omi?' 

'They are in the water. 1 am in a booth, 1 1 said. 

She asked the one question 1 did not want her to ask. 

So, how come you called?' 

'Oh nothing. How is ilie prcpaim ion iioinn? [ntcgralion is quite importum you 

You called about integration?" 

■Well, and other... 1 

'Do you miss me?' 

'Vidva. 1 

'What?' 

'Don't ask silly questions.' 

'1 miss you. A lot actualh,' she said. Her mire became heavy, rjk, ihnl's well, 
that's ... wow,' 1 said, champion nl inaiseiisie.il. niimosylialiic responses. 

A 'very good friend' is a dangerous 'ategorv w;lh Indian ;!:rK from here vou 
ran ei liter nrai;e fasi progress. Or. if viy.i ofe. ii wrong, yoj go ilu'.vii ui lite lov.esl 

mean* j.i.n roil talk to wo. In/1 don I .'I'm frrnkiiui liiiol: /limul '/nulling/ > : isr lion 



,on I' ticita hi i nkl i'j.' i:i- : ' :\f your life. 1 
'I do. Ifyou were heir. Sydney would be more Tun.' 
'Wow. that's the nicest thing you ever said to me.' 

'Can 1 get you anything from here?' 1 said. 

Tighi li'.ul.i'.M. isn'i ir'P" she said. 

Yeah, but fi link- somUhiri.n woh'i liurt...,' I said. 

'I have an idea. Get me some sand from the beach you are on right now. That 



Yeah, bring mc a ir ; aiebl.io\ full of sand. And put some feelings in il if there is 

The phone display blinked. It threatened me to feed it with more money or my 
I'n-si Ionian lie i onv.o'snl ion would In- mil rtlri'url. I hail no coins left. 
'Listen, 1 have lo go now. No more change.' 1 said. 
'Sure, come back sunn. Someone's missing vol].' 

'Back in three days. I miss you too,' I said and cleared my throat. Wow, ] could 
aelually saj wliai I fell after all. 

'And I warn in lell you somt'ihirig...,' she said. 

■What?' 

Beep. Beep. Beep. A stupid A'.isl [iil:.;:i '-Kiip-.inv ■ ,Ll>"d TidsliY. i i i^-rL ir>y lirsl 

who only wanted sand. I also thought 

I passed a trendy outdoor restaurant called Blue Orange Cafe. Australians give 
the word laid-hai' L m". 1 . iae,uii:ig. IVn;>k- .sir wirh a glass of beer for hours. 
Hl-ii.inilill waitresses seam|>eroii around t; i ■ 1 1 1 r I .y. people, h 1.1 rftf; rs and loastt'tl 

sandwiches. 

back to the shore tiaril il:'- s li uaier iou'hed ir.'. loes. I looked around and 
bent over. 1 stuffed some sand in the matchbox and put it in my pocket. 

'Hey, what are you dning?' Omi said as he emerged from the waves like the 
world's ugliest mermaid. 

'Nothing, whal ate von doing ibis side? The wares ate licster ;s1 t In c oiher end.' 1 
said. 

tse it to eat lunch.' 
sensible than me 



'U'ini ili.E voti call? Omi said. 
'Which one?' 

'Fuck off Omi, let's go get lunch. Will you get dry firs" 



looked at him dumbstruck. What a random guess. And what the hell is his 
siiicss iiiira.iv ■WhiHl-'H 1 I Si-iitl. surptisi'tl. JoiVI lie to me.' 

Mr walked 1uv.art.is i I. ( ■ resULLIiai: I nitii r,n; Ihtce steps ahead Ofhim, 

•i me. ' y E 1 ' P 

And I've noliccd. You never latk about hi.T since vou started leaching her,' he 
tL 

went inside 'Hog's Breath Caie'. After five days in this country the name didn't 
■m weird anymore. 

He sat racing each other. 1 lifted the menu to cover ray face and avoid 
slid llir menu down. 

Il's nolhitig, nk ntitybe mhitI hmsj.. Hut ntrihtnt; in mini about,' I said, 
hid behind the menu again. 

There is an unspoken rule tinning Indian men. and you broke 



'What rule'/ I sate atir! si a mined ihe menu on the table. 

■You don't hit upon your best friend's sister. You jusl don'i. II is against the 
protocol.' 

'Protocol? What is this, the army? And 1 didn't hit on her. She hit upon me,' I 
said. 

'But you let her hit upon you. You let her.' Well, i; ivnsn'1 exnrllv iike hfui" lin. 
it didn't hurl. It fell good,' I said. 

1 played wilh the toothpicks on the lablc i.o avoid eye 
Contact. 

'Fuck man, how far are vou guvs?' 

'What? Hey Omi, go call lsh for lunch. We are here and he has no idea.' 
Tea. he really has no idea,' Omi said and left. 

A noisy gang played on the pool table near us. I had five minutes until lsh 
came back. Thoughts came to me. Will Omi say something stupid to him? No, Omi 
was not that stupid. 

Omi and lsh wnlked in SiiiLgiriji". Ok. till is good. 



'Don't say it. Anyway, Where's the loilei? 1 linn- in go siphon the...,' lsh said. 
'Over there,' 1 interrupted him and pointed to the corner. 1 had enough of 

Are vou intimate with her?' Omi continued, 'Did you say anything to him?' I 
said. You think I'm stupid?' 'Yeah.' 

1 didn't Now tell me, what stage are you in the relationship?' Omi said. 

Yes, there is a "we-just-look" stage, the most common stage in the old city. 
Then a "we-just-talk" stage Then it "bold- h mid" stage. Then a...' 
'It's not. like that. It's different between us.' 



'Fuck, that's an advanced stace. When vou think your re : 
ram any other in this world. Don't do anything stupid ok?' 



he car? Trust me, vou don't want to be that 
boy, or that car, 1 

'Well, it's noihing rca.l'y. .iusl soui! friends. 1 saiil ami looked luwunjs (lie toilet. 
'Just good 1i ii.-ni.lH shun kl In: hi banned phrase. There is nothing mure 
misleading. You are her teacher damn it. And how old is she? Seventeen?' 
'Turns eighteen in a few months. 1 
Oh great,' Qmi said. 

Ish came out of Ihr loilei. He ninkcd a juke wiili ihi- Aussie i>iiys playing ; ! 

sucks at marks. I di-n'i knmv Ii\ I agreed to te 
Then atop lenrhing her no?' Omi salt), 

'Can we gel lunch, 1 really want to get lunch.' I said and flipped the menu. 

Ish,' \ screamed across the bar, What do you want? Garlic bread is the 
cheapest item on the menu. 1 

'Whatever, I trust you,' he .screamed hark as he mm inner! to play pnol with the 
Aussie guys. 

His last phrase bobbed up and down in ray head like the surfboards on Bondi 



These houses are huge,' I said as we drove pas! a rich neighbourhood called 
Double Bay. 

Fred had picked ns u:> for breakf.is- on Hutichvi . our las! day. Ish. Omi and All 
sal ill the: biu:k iis Freil's Saab < onvcrl ihie ivliili: 1 rude in llie Iron!. Con! air blew 
through our hair as we drove pas! Sydney's ea.iiv inunung streets. 

nboui how- much nmar\ v.r- n;ake or whai ear you iJrive. l-:eck. people don't even 
ask what job vnti 1:0. Do \ ;>u knr,v. '.' hai oenple ask I he most?' 

'What do you play, that's what they ask. Fred said, 

'I love Australia. I wish India approached spoils with the same spirit.' ish 
leaned forward. 

'Here sports is a national obsession.' Fred said 'Winn's ibe obsession In your 

There's a lot of people. And there's a lot of obsessions. That's the problem, 1 Ish 
said. 

added. 6 P P "y EC tgEC . 

I stay OU! of Ihui ski IT. Aussie noli lies are a joke anyway,' Fred said, killing (he 



We parked in an area called Paramatta Park. Fred had brought us to Lachan's 
Restaurant- in the Old Colonial House. We went inside the restaurant to find two 

'Good morning Mr Greener and Mr Cutler. Fred introduced UK to the Iwo older 

'And this is the talented boy?' Mr Greener patted All's back. 

■Yep, as talented as the man above sends them,' Fred said as we settled at the 

These arc [he gentlemen who helped me get your tickets. Not| my ex- 
girlfriend.' Fred said and winked at us. 

'What?' Ish said as we understood the purpose of Fred inviting us. It wasn't to 
just play for a week. 

'Remember my phone eulls from (.inaV To ihe.se srnilcmrii,' Fred said. 

'Mr Greener is the chairman of the Ausl raiiLin Spoils Aeadcmv and Mr Cutler is 
head of the A1S scholarship programme.' Fred buttered some toast 'I told them 
about AIL How he is good, really good, and how with proper training he has the 
potential to go really far.' 

I saw ish s face lighten in nn'iiinai ion. Were I hey goiiip, 10 sponsor Ali? 

'if he is as good as Fred and his liovs ivhu placed ivitii volt say you are,' Mr 

"Thank you. lliank \ou,' Ish said as Fti-d shushed hi in. Oeer-eveilrmem was a 
t-miarain problem with Ish. His sister as well. Miivbe u was hereditary. 

Tou see,' Mr Cutler cleared his Ihraal. 'the AIS selects from Hie nominations ul 
the various state academies. 1 can get Ali selected. However, Ali doesn't live in any 

'Under AIS rules, the si lialiirship holder am si iie an Australian resident, or al 
least a person in ihc process of bee urn ins a resident' 

'Can't we make an exception?' I said. Omi was too busy eating to talk. Omi and 
h.ii I k.ii'll' .s 1 1 1 j l-^i ■ 1 1 U li LC. 'In' I ire I rip. I be Aussie i : ,i-r. a: si ..i mped them. 

'Well, the only way we can do it is this,' Mr Cutler said and took out a Hie. He 
opened it and laid oul some farms on the table. 

'Or Culler had to pull serious slmi"; hi iaeir^rai ;on de|i;i-;iiieiii lor this, 

Mr Greener laughed in a friendly manner. 

'Well, this is the Australian eriJzenBhip forms. As you may know, a lot of people 
in the world want it. But here, given the great lalem, we are ottering Ali an 
Australian citizenship.' 

AU and Omi slupneii ehitini; as thev .saw I he forms on the table. 

'He'll beEome Australian? omi said. He'll become a champion,' Fred said. 

'His parenls will have residency rights, too. And !sh, you can ... your friends 
here, too, can apply. We will assist you in every way Chances are good,' Mr 

'You love Australia.' Fred winked at Ish. 

'Think about the child's future. From what I hear, his means are rather, er, 
limited," Mr Cutler said. 

They meant poor. I nodded, am s life would trans In mi. They have a noinl,' I told 
Ish, who still looked shell- shocked. 

'Why don't you ask Ali first? It is his life and his decision,' Mr Greener said. 



Greener said. No,' Ali said. 

'] am an Indian, i want to play for India. Not for anyone 
else.' 

e respect as your own country, And some 
looked at Ish. Ish beamed at his proudest 
It will be tough to make it In your country. Your coach knows that,' Mr Cutler 

Its Ok if I don' t become^ player, but its not ok if I am nol an Indian,' Ah said. 
'Hut,' Mr Cullct said. 1-1 c leaned furav.id i.i'.d pul his hand ijii All s shoulder. 



polite conversation. 

'We are sorry. We do realise thai it 
Whai yon have i.lnni- for us is huge' 

'No worries male. Your kid is good 
people proud, why bother with us don 
show if he was u ]>«•■. Sporlsmi-in spirit, 1 guess. 

We saw the officials off to their car. 

Never mind male. Maybe next lime, next life in this case. You could 
Australian, who knows?' Mr Greener said as he slid into the driving seat of 
silver Honda Accord. 

'1 don't want la. All sou;!, his :':H'V I'lrjiTii.ii^ ji -'i'j h:r!i!>.<.; behind Ish. 

A 'plane flew above us. Mooked up in the sky. I was glad I was going hi 

tonight 



Fifteen 



10 1111,1 0 Sr]lrl'S illal aiill'llti' [I li'r. la'l.-> '0 H:;-L"h ill'] house lltl time- 

I had tans of work. There were milling suppliers, stuck Mur ks and mat [ended 
orders. However. Vulva s thoughts f.l rjn ilii n E t;d (hem all. A piirl uf me. I lie logical 
part, told me this was not a good idea. Businessmen should not waste time on 
stupid things likf women. But the other irrational part of me loved it. And this 
pan controlled me at the moment. Where is Vidya? 1 looked up at her window as 
1 pressed I he hell downstairs. 

'Govind,' Vidya's dad opened the door. I froze. Why does every male in the 
family of the girl vou care about instil a fear in your soul? 



spoke again as 1 dim'-ed :]'<■■ steps. 'How i th she? Will she make it 

al entrance?' 

! is a bright student.' 1 said in a small voice. 'Nut like her useless b 
said. He buried himselfinto the newspaper, dismissing me. 

me to my al fresco tuition place.' 

went and sat on a while, plastic chair will-, a Fable and an extra i 
I had so many doubts,' she said. Hipping through ' 
ike came out from under the table. 'Hey, what's II 



l r the table to see ihe giren. stnniildeLtnt 
had her trademark pearl-white nail poli- 
l working,' I said as I came lip, '1 see a r 

hey eall mosquiiocs la Australia,' I said. 



had seen them. 

1 noticed her dress. She wore a new purple and i 
loday. Her neeklaer bad a purple i.curdrop pendan 

had freshly bathed. Her hair smelt of a little bit ot Liettol soap ana v 
Every girl "has a wonderful smell right after a bath. 1 think they should 

Tou brought my gift,' she said to break the pause, or rather to fi; 
silence as I checked her out. 
■Yeah,' 1 said. 

1 stood up to take on ■ i h.i- taalea box from mv jeans pocket. 

Blue Orange Cafe, cool,' she said. She took the box and slid It open 



:r that call. I had 



We kissed .-igain. The mnsci mines on nui respeciive heads re-joined. 

I'd love to say 1 saw slurs mid hi'ani sweet, anisic during my I'irsl kiss. But the 

from downstairs In the kitchen, (b| the campaign sounds from the autos of 
various panics fur Ihc upcoming elections and (c| [he rnnstutii buzz of the 
monies. Bui when vuu arc in ihc middle of a kiss, sound and sighi gel muled 1 
checked once to sec if i hi- uihcr lerraccs were em ply. Thi;n I closed my eyes. 

'Vidya. ivhm ;-ri- v.-. doing, I said, no I [i'l lint; nor .i^u . ] r.o'.tldn'l stop. :'ri ibnliilitv. 
aliie'iaa. I rtijonoiiu'i rv ami calculus - i hi- passion held hack in a. I i hose classes 

It's fire, it's Tine,' she kept reassuring me and kissing me. 

We broke awav from each other because i.'vcn nassionatc ocoplc need oxv^vn. 
She looked at me with a big grin. 

'Why aren'l you making eye contact?' She remarked, mischief in her voice. 

Tou are older than me and a hundred linn s better than me in maths. But, in 
sun,'.' wnvs. I am -.vjv uioi'' ninlurc :hun you ' Oh, 'T-ahV . challenged vveiiklv, 
collecting the lexl hooks. SI;.' ihlIpiI my chin up. 

'1 am turning eighteen. I can do whatever I warn/ she said. Tin- loudspeaker <>i 
a campiugn uulo conlinucd in Ihc l.mckgrnund. 'I can vote in thai cleclion.' she 
continued, 1 can have a bank account, I can marry, I can...' 

'Study. You can also try to get into a good college,' 1 interrupted 

She laughed. We suiod Up and walked over la Ihc ivalerlanl; un Ihc li.Tracn. We 
leaned against I hi- lank and saw Ihe sunset. We talked about even-thing oilier 
than maths. I told her about the academy, the dinner with Fred, the blue 

■he isieaed in e: she said she wished she could have a home. on the 

heath ami how .shir would onlonr I lie Willis inside pink am! yellow. II is amazing 
hniv speeil'it itirls eiui gel aboul bvpolbciicnl scenarios 'Want colli v?' she said. 

'You'll have to go down?' I said as I held her hand on instinct. A voice in me 
still protested, hut now that voice had no volume, 

'No, 1 have a scrrei stash under ihe water lank Come, she said and pulled ni 

The five feel cubical ecnicri; v.-an.r >; : :ul: was raised from the ground on 

four feet We could si I on Ihe ground under the tank. 

This is my lavuurile place since I was a kid.' she said. I lieu: on my knees and' 
slid inside, following her. Shi- pulled nui a picnic haskel II had a iherrnus Husk. 

I looked at her. She is too beautiful to study maths. Maths is for losers like me. 
1 took a sip. My lips si ill tell tin- sensation of her lips. I rcsi.cd on my elbuw Inn 
the concrete surface hurt. 

Til get cushions next time,' she said. 'It's fine,' I said. 



We Finished our coffee and came out. We switched on the terrace bulb. I nipped 
through the textbook to forget the kisses and coffee. The symbols of integration 
looked dull for (hr- first 1 1 tin' in mv life. Ai oik- level, mattis does suck. 

Thanks,' I said. 

For what?' she said. 

For the coffee and the ... you know.' 

She leaned forward and kissed my cheek. 'Thanks for the gift, the gift of true 
close friendship,' 

Truc-close-friendship. anoiher hyj.iheriaied lag. It meant progress. 

I came down the steps passed through the living room on the way out. 

'What a good, responsible I n:. v. Ish hasn't r.l anvdan^ :"ni]i: liito. Vidvn's 
lather Lvas soyas.', to his w:i< : as I shi.il ihe door behind. 

I could have done my accounts much faster if 1 didn't have the parallel SMS 
eonversadon. My paooe beeped a fifth time. 

■Who the hell art yon SMSin^V Umi asked from the counter, 

the KVs and Omi had to^eave soon for the evening aarti. Two dozen invoices, 

'Nothing. I i".ir. h-p-tamae.; '■'■'.'A' a s.i palie;.' I saal I tamei: ihc plume to sikn: 

'Call him,' Omi said. 

'I'll look desperate. I'd rather he calls first.' 

'Do the accounts first, Govind. So many unpaid orders, it is a complete mess,' 
( in sgid, popping a candy from the jar into his mouth. I let it pass. Anything to 

Mv phone Hashed again. 

it i my bday. 

i celebrS my way, 

u' II get coke or not?? 

1 had saved Vidva's number as '.Supplier '.■ kb.atiiitli.' in mi phone, in case 
anyone picked it up. Alsu, I dekied her messages as snon as I read them. 

'1 hope you are sluyiug auay I rum lsh's sistery Oini siiid Mv bauds I'roiie bi;i I 
inniiipulaleii 1 1 ]i- mtssiisrs. 1 lukl myself, .'/ is n miiirirlmw. Ojiii tlni>sn'i tiion.' 

I replied to the SMS. 

Ok, u win. will get a small 1 

I kept the phone a side. Smi!f-\ laces bad entered my life. 

'1 teach her, Omi. Jusl a lew intiniln for her eaSranee ewims.' 1 said. 1 dun 
'Can I do die accounts or should »t jj.ussip altoui my siinientsV 1 glared ai 



'what? Trying i<> sell yon something?' ish said. 

Tes, wooing mo, hard,' I sain as [ looked the enshbox. 

★ 

His mood alt.crnaled between anges" and lenrs. [I ivhs hard lor 0 1uUf.ll. liinno- 
up man like him Co crv. However, II weis even hurdi-r to work for monlhs and lost 1 
ail election. We stood outside the counting booths. Electoral officers were still 
Lillvjn^ ilv- k-i^i lev.- rjio'.i^h ihr secular park, lia'! ahc-ik sturied railing 

'Look Elt Ihr Bel ram pur voles,' Mama poimcd lo I he biiljol lii»vs. 'Clean sweep 
for the Hindu peuIv. Thai's mv area. The two olher neighbourhoods given to me. 

His group Hi , i doaen tweilt} - something supporters held their heads down. 

'And look what happened in [he oilier neujl'.boii! hoods. That Mi, skit; prosVssoi 
I. os nothing in r.lu nil rkiv. lie even mci the old Indies. Bus lhuunukhji? Huh, chip 
on shoulder about being upper caste. Cannot walk the lanes and feels he can win 
eleclions by waving from the car. And look, he ran away two hours into the 

Msima wiped his face with his hands and continued. 'Am 1 not from a priest's 
family? Did 1 not go to the sewer- in tested lanes of the Muslim pols? Aren't there 
Hindu voters there? Whv didn't he go?' 

The secular party workers jeered at Mama's team. Tempers rose as a few of 
Mama's team mi- tub its heckled ihe drum player. 

'It's going to gel lijJl.v.' I I old Uon in his ear, 'Id's Ret out of here.' 

'1 can't go. Mama needs me,' Omi said. 

A white Mercedes drove up in-front of the vote-counting station. A jeep of 
l>'"!\::i: it'!': iv.mr alongside. The guards su rrotuidcd lire area as ike .Mercedes' 
dour opened. Parekh-ji stepped outside. 

Mama ran to Parckh ji. He Ieiv down on ihe ground and T him your guilty man. 
Punish me,' Mama said, his voice heavy. 

Parekh-ji placed both his hands on Mama's head. 'Get up, Bittoo.' 

No, no. I want to die here. 1 let the greatest man down,' Mama continued to 

Piirckhji gave liit yuungslcrs a firm glance. Fvciyojic backed oft'. Parekb ji 
lified MamEt up be ihe .shoulders. 'Come, lei's go for dinner lo Vishala. We need to 
talk.' 

Mama walked 10'vnrds l-'ii'ekh-ii\ car. his head still down. 

'Come son,' Parckh ;i said lo Omi. Ish and I looked at each oilier. Mavho il was 
time for lsh and me to' vanish. 

'Can Ish and Govind come along? They came to Gandhinagar,' Omi said. I 
guess he wanted us to have a treat at Vksbaki. normally unal'fordable for us. 

Parekh-ji looked at us and iried 10 place us. I don t know if he could. 

'Hop inlo the jeep,' he said. 

The Vishala Village Restaurant and Utensils Museum is located at the outskirts 
of .Mimei inls-tl ii. i lie '. illnge i Sukkei. .\l--n.e; \\Li I", o ■ rah ran seta n and village 
conn yards, lhere i.s an etfuiii reslauiam thai serves an I heal ie. (iujarali cuisine. 



We took a semi-private room with seating on the clay floor. Parekh-ji's security 
slail sat nu l.side. near die pupiie! show U'r: IjkjS. Their guns made die gue.sl s 
iaipiirianee known 10 Ihe wallers unci insured us good service. Wilhio minules, 
we had Iwo dozen dishes in front of its. 

but in your mind always think straight, 1 Parekh-ji lectured Mama. 

We gorged on the dhokla. Abaoehi. gbugrn. gain, dahvada and several other 
Gujarat i snacks. I tell lull even beli)re ihe main course arrived. 

'Now, listen. Parekh ji said as he finished his glass of mini e.haas. 'ihinj-s are 
not as thev seem. I lasmukh-n's tl.'feal has a bac k story. We expected it.' 

'What? 1 Mama .said while Omi. Ish ami i made valiant inroads itim Ihe food. 

'Hasmukh-ji s semnrin in I lie parlv cained ban a 1 icket. LJut he is part of Ihe 
old school. Tin- sarin- schonl as Ihe CUrrCnl chief ndilisici'. I Itlr high command in 
Delhi is not happy with them.' 

'They are not?' Mama echoed stupidly. 

'No. We might be a Hindu party, but it doesn'l mean we prearh religion ell dav 
and do no work. Gujarat is a place of business, a is ma a taw ]ilace. The tiigh 
command did ant like the way Ihe adiniiustraikni handled ihe carlhtiuakc People 
lost a lot in that, 1 knew vou boys ilid too,' he turned to us. 

We nodded. The mention of the earthquake still hurt. 

The by-elections for these seats came as a boon. The old school put their 
candidate. We knew thei were weak. Of niunt. hardworking people like Uittno 
tried their besl Hut, it dad candid ill c is a dud candidate. Sn we lust both (he 
seats. With the main election in twelve months, the entire party machinery is 
shaken up. And the high i u:i:m,! i:ti anallv g'. is .i ■ hance in make a change.' 

'What change?' Mama said. 

"They are replacing the chief minister.' 

TWhal? For losing iwo seals' 1 Mama said, 'ihe lnial number of seats is..,' 
'A hundred and eighty plus,' Parekh-ji said as he broke his bajra rati, 'but like 1 
said, il gyve 1 1 reason n. ctiaagi-. And Gujarat :s eiial :o on: pari v. Wi' rnn'i afford 

Wc gorged on Ihe dhokla. kliandvi. glaigra. gala, dahvada. ami several other 
Gujarat! snacks. I felt full even before the main course arrived. 

'Now, listen, 1 Parekh-ji said as he finished his glass of mint chaas, 'things are 
not as they seem, llasmukh-ji's defeat has a back STOiy. We expected it. 1 

'Whal?' Mama said while- Omi, Ish ami i made valiant inroads imo Ihe food. 

'Hasmukh-ji's seniority in the parlv earned him a ticket. But he is part of the 
uld school. The same school as the eurrenl ehiel minister, t.lur high command in 
he I In is nil- ha ppv '.villi them.' 

'They are not?' Mama echoed stupidly. 

'No. We might be a Hindu patt \ . la.it il doesn't mean w-e preach religion all day 
and do no work Gujarai is a place ul business, ii is run a law place. The high 
command did ant like the way Hit administration handled the earthquake. People 

We nodded. The mention of file earthquake still hurt. 

candid ;e.e. Wc knew thev were weak, u:' rouni. hardworking atopic like li'.ii'.oti 
tried their best But, a dud candidate is a dud candidate. So we lost both the 



Sixteen 



Where's voilr smallest chocolate cake?' I was at Navrangpura's Ten, the best 
cake shop in Ahmedabad. Vidya turned eighteen on 19 November 2001. She 
coukt now i) fl'ii. til] I',- make her mvii det isinn.s. '..luol'tiiialU . she L ■ . ■ ■ b (Inn;- that since 
birth. 

'No bag please,' 1 said aa I kept the cake bos in my rucksack of books. 1 Step I 
the rucksack uprighl :i riv lap unlil I made it to Vidya's place. 

house inade it worse. India was piling ]:nglnnd II knlknia Men Gardens in a 
day nighi match. Ish bad plonked himself in fnmi oi I he sola with sandwiches, 
milk, chips and biscuits everything thai he needed to survive Ibr Ibe nesl eighl 
hams I sh's di.d sat on ill' din ir,;: ladle, con railing his i 'hi > '<n I hi it'-i'spLip.: rs a:' 
India. As was often the case when Ish was around, uncle had a disgusted 
expression on his face. 

1 snucli ihe rucksack between my arm and side body in keep it horizontal, 

'India's batting - Ganguly and Tcndulkar. Scvenlv no loss after ten overs,' Ish 
said and screamed, 'Mom, sauce!' 

Uncle picked up the ketchup buttle from the dining table and hanged it as hard 
as possible on the enll'ee table in from of his son. 

Thanks dad.' Ish said 'Can you move. Can t see the TV.' 

Sit no,' Ish said to me. 

'Tuitions.' I said. : eliding iii V idea's room, 

'Oh, you've come for thai. She's sttuK ing on her hirlhdai . ded teal ion dude,' 
'Some people are serious about their lives....' Ish's dad ranted while still 

ish pressed the volume button on the TV remote as loud as possible in protest. 
'His mother has made him into a monster,' Ish's dad said and left for his 

her and all. She'll like it. l' forgot this morning.' y P ey ' 

Ish givibbee ,i sandwirli .in.i tapped ,i w ah lots nl i hips :ini! ken hup. He took a 

big bile. My IViend bad round bliss. I bad In find mine. 

I climbed Ibe siairs. my hean beating fasi. 'Happy binhday. Miss r.ighteen.' I 

over the top but it was ok on a birthday I guess. 

Did you know eighteen is the only number that Is twice the sum of its digits?' 

I took out the rake and plat ed it on the white plastic table. 
'A cake from Ten! Seia. raic is g'.'ir.^ hiiai-oiass.' she teased. 
You like chocolate. I he', have The best.' I opened die bos. Win- slood up I'nim 
her chair and came next to me lo sec the cake. 
'You've changed since we have had this thing.' 
'What thing?' I peeped into her big eyes. 

every class since ihe iasl mnn'k. so n y.asn'l a big dee. Son, climes v. e kssed 



fteen minutes. Once, we didn't kiss at all as she did a mock testM-lowever, we 
lade up Tor it in the nesi c-lnss where we spent 1 1 it- firsi ten minutes kissing and 
he rest discussing lin mistakes. When we IVII desire, wc kissed. When wc Tell 

our quite well. 

race. The. Last bit nf sunlight disappeared as the 



'You t< 



le tugged my hand. 'How will 1 f 
iport myself in Mumbai?' 
initially come around. They will 



d the perimeter of 
'So mv tutor uncsn'i believe 1 need ro figure out ninths problems?' 
'Figuring out the maths of life is more important,' 1 said. 'What's that?' 
Who you are. '.vh.ii do vou '-wan vrrsiivi wha: poi-pk? expect of you. And how to 
:of:p whni you warn ivirhuui pisszns. oil' pi- up If- loo much. Life La .no optimisation 
iroblem, with Ions oi varin.blcs ami constrain Is.' 
'Is it possible to run away and nor piss till' my parents?' 

P, Can 1 tell you something weird?' 'What?' 

'When vim la Ik Iron Icon- maths, like ihcsc icrnis that toiallv no over mv head,' 
ihe said, her hand in take-off motion above her head. 

'It turns me on,' 

'Vidya, your boldness...,' I said, shocked. r.tnkes you blush, right?' she said 
md laughed. 'So we tire timing ibis cake or w-hal? i said lo change the topic. 
'Of course, follow me lo Cafe Vidya,' she said. 

We slid under the water tank and sat on the floor. She had brought six pink 
i is! riO] is and a : rig. I brought litem from my room, so ice can have a lit lie party 
iere,' she said and pa.sserl a couple to me. L'ndr-r rite cushions, she had a stereo. 

'Music.?' slie said, her lin e prclry as a sons;. 1 nodded. 

'I'll put on Bpyzone, n;v fayotirrte,' she said. I took out the packet of eighteen 
andles that came with the calce. 
Let's light all of them,' she said. 

I wanted lo go switch on the terrace light as ir bad become dark. 

'Let it be,' she said and pulled mv hand as she lit the eighteenth candle. 

'What if someone comes?' 



'Both my parents have bad knees: Thev never climb up to the terrace. And Ish, 
well there is a match on.' 

slog overs. 

She released my hand as I sat down again. She looked beautiful as the 
candlelight flickered on her face. A song called 'No matter what' started to play. 

No matter what tliey tell ws 
No matter what they ilo 
No matter what they teadi m 
IVhat ivc believe is true 

The candle fhonrs appeared so nmvi: to the rhythm of the nuisie. She cui Ihe 
cake with the piaslii kit ill- thai come in the box I wished her again and put a 
piece of cake in her mouth. She held it in her mouth and leaned towards me. She 
pushed me back on the cushions and brought her mouth close to mine for my 
shair of the cake. 

She kissed mc like she never had before. It wasn't like she did anything 

J can 1 ( deny what J believe 
I can' t be what I'm not 
I know tins love's forever 
Tlwt's all that matters now 

1 don't know if ii was ihi: candlelight or she birthday imiml or the cushions or 
what. Bui il was then lhal 1 marie she second mistake of my life. 

I opened the top button of her kurti and slid my fingers inside. A voice Inside 

the rest of her top. She ;>ui!erl m\ lingers lmvsirds her again. 

'Vidya...' By ihis lime my hand was in pla.ees impossible lo wishdraw from for 
any guy. So, I went with the flow, feelings, desire, nature or whatever else people 
cailed the stuff Lhat evaporated human rationality. 

She took off her kurti. 'Remove vour hand, they won't run awav.' 
Huh?' I said. 

'Take it off,' shi- sain. t'.Lggir.;; : ii mv f-n il l. Ai this poin;. I civ.i f.l ha'.v : ".unpeil i.'iT 
ihe lerraee if she asked me so. [ fn!low.-d he: iosuw.tinn instantly. 

The music dido's slop, and neither did we. We went furl her and further as ihe 
liny cake candles burned oul one by one. Sweai beads glistened on our bodies. 
Vidva didn't sav anything throughout, aparl fro in one 1 ime ill tire middle. 

'Are you going so go down on niey she said, a her she had done ihe same to me. 



I went down, and came back up. We looked into each other's eves as we 
became one. The screams from the pols continued as England losl wickets. 

Only four candles inn wined burning by die lime Me finished. We combined the 
si\ cushions lo make one niartrcss and lav on il. Onlv after «' nun: done did ivu 
realise how cold and chillv it really was. We covered on twelves in mv jacket and 
dug our cold feet inside the lower cushions. 

'Wow, 1 am an adult and am no longer a virgin, so cool. Thank God; she said 

9ul sided What haveyeu doneMrGouind Patel? ' P 

'See, I still have goosebumps.' she said and lifted her arm. Little pink bumps 
dotted her flawless, fair skin. 

Flick, fuck, fuck, Gavind, what are you doing right now? Touciting her 
tl<mni>tnmii>x? w l lie voice in iiie tti-ew stronger. 

I am so glad (bis happened. Arcn'l you?' she said. 

I kept quiet. 

Say something.' 

I should gel going: 

'Don't you like it here?' 

'Here? You realise we are on top of your dad and mom and brother?' 

'Stop freaking oul, she said. 

1 am sorry. I am nervous.' 1 said. 

'Don't be.' she said and bugged me. She fell my hody shake. 'You ok?' 

I didn't know whv, but I had tears in my eves. Maybe I felt seared. Mavbo 
because no one had held me like that ever mid asked if I was ok. Mavbe because i 
never knew it would be possible for me to fee] like this. Maybe because I had 

same lime, it was impossible not lo. 

'Hey, I'm the girl. Let me do this part,' she said. I looked into her moist eyes. 

I sat up and dressed. We came outside as the moon lit up the terrace. I 
i becked tn\ watch I had ovc:sh<i1 the e^ass race hv I hirtv minutes. 

'I love you,' she said fmni he hind as 1 opened ihe terrace door. 

'Happy birthday.' i said and left. 

'Hey, you missed Ihe best part. We will win this. Stav on,' lsh said as I reached 
downstairs. 

'No, I'm quite tired. I'll watch it at home,' 1 said as 1 reached the main door. 

'Eat dinner, son.' IstVs mnilier said as she set the table. 'I've made special 
dishes forVidya's birthday. 

'No aunty, my mummv has cooked at. home as ■.veil.' 1 said. ■ had already 
celebrated her daughter's birthday. 

'Such a goad liny: she said i'nndlv as I left the house. 



Seventeen 



Hold it tight, il la shaking, Omi said. He stood on his toes on a stool to reach 
the ceiling. We wanted to drop the tricolour ribbons from the ceiling fan. I held 
the legs of Ihe stool, Isli stood nest to us with glue and cellotape. 

'I'll fall,' Omi it a nurd, h l:j t,d.' r [: i :m Ids iif.lii lixii i iff i he stool. 

'It's not my fun 1 1 Tlic stool ha.s creaky legs,' I said. 

1 never wanted Io c.clciaalc Republic ]">av, which came in fi week. However, we 
did want to celebrate our resurrection sifter the earthquake a year ago. Though 
thoughts about that day sltli marie roe tremble, I was ir-heverl 10 have fui]\ pair! 
off our loans. Our business had tripled from a year ago and it all happened from 

'January 20 preparations? Keep it up,' Mama's entry distracted us all. Omi 
toppled from the stool and landed on the floor. The ribbons fell on his head. 
'You let go!' he accused lar as everyone laughed. 

Mama placed a Itiown hag ol samosas ami soiuc yellow pamiildeis on the lalile. 
We grabbed a samosa each. 

'What exactly are you counting?' 1 asked idly. 'The number of times we have 
made love,' she replied. 'Wow, our score is eight already.' 'You keep track?' I said. 
'I keep n ack of 8 lol of things 1 Like, what?' 

'Like today is 21 Kelt, only five days in my period. Hence, il is a safe day.' 

'it's safe anvwav. I used a tonduni.' I said as 1 shii'l.cti rnv cushion fur comfort. 

'Oh? So now you trust physics over mathematics?' she said and giggled. She 

'Are you si ill ciuImi missed la buy condoms?' 

'I get them from an unknown chemist in Satellite. And I have enough now for a 

Oh really,' she climbed over me. 'So no problem in using a couple more then? 1 
With that, our score reached nine. 

'Goodnight aunty, I said to Vidya's mom. i ulw-uvs iiated iha.i pan, the point 
when aunty offered ate soiaet hi rig io eat or asked rue whv 1 worked 30 hard. 

I walked back home with my thoughts. Nine times in two months. We made 
love on an average of once a week. Nine times meant I had lost all benefit of 
doubt. I cnuklti'l sav Ibai I had made love to Iut he itii.idfr.l . m .in iuipj l.si'.v 
moment. You don't do things by accident nine times. Though sometimes, another 

of accident can happen. And I found ma e:-;acllv five days later. 

'There is something ■. an should r.now,' she said. 

We had come to lite Ahmcda.bad Tosiilc Industries Research Associations 
(ATTRA) cahlpua lawns. She had SMSed me that we needed to go for an 'urgent 
"■■■ilk', whatever that meant. We had said at home that we had to go and buy a 
really good maths guide. No one questioned us after that. The ATIRA lawns in 
Vastrapur swill with strollers in I he evening. Several couples held hands. I 
wauled to but dill not. We fixer! our gu'c on the ground and did il .slow walk. Fat 
aunties wearing sarees and sneakers and with a firm resolve to lose wcighl 

'What's up?' I said and hougbi a packet ol gioundtvuta. 
Something is laic.' she said. 



I tried to think of what she was referring to. 1 couldn't. 

'What?' [ said. 

'My period,' she said. 

Men cannol respond when I hi- P word is bcins lalkod idiom. For the mosl pari, 
Really? How?' ] said, struggling for words. 

'What do you mean how? It should have happened yesterday, die 25th, hut 
'Are you sure?' 

'No, I meant are you sure it was due on 25th Feb?' 'I am not thHt bad at 

'Ok but...,' I said. 1 had created the problem. I had nothing of value to offer in 
Iht discission. 1 offered her groundnuts. She declined. 
'But what?' she said. 

'But we used protection. And how does ii work wiib ^iris? An: Ihev always on 
time?' T asked. Nolliinj; in iho world whs aiwavs exactly on time. 

'Mine are. Normally I don't care. But now that 1 am with you, even a slight 

'Do you want to see a rinriiii V I « .is ilesjiernic'to'suggesi a solution. 
'And say what? Please eheck if I urn rirei'nant? 1 

I'. ■ gnant?' I said. 

Sweat erupted on my forehead like 1 had jogged thrice around the AT1RA lawns. 
I rubbed ir.\ hands and look deep breaths. 

"Why not?' she rciurlcd, her IVi.ee lense. 'And can you be supporlivc and not 
hyperventilate.' 

'Let's sit down,' I said and pointed to a bench. 1 threw the packel of groundnuts 
in the dustbin. She sat next to me. 1 debated whether I should put my arm 
around her. My being close to he had caused this anyway. She kept quiet. Two 
I ears eamc nillmg oui of her eves. t.1od, I had in figure oni snmeihin^. Mv mmd 
processed the alternatives al lightning speed, (a) S/nfrc h<-r laugh - had uica.:l>) 
.Sr.y refill; ore/ lei h.ei lie - ini. .Siroi^-.si ;.',jr ; -.'iiMi' .■'..'or.ur. 1 '- tiki ii':- A \rotri - he/1 
no. |d) Huhl her - mot/be. uk hold her: hold her ami lei! her ytin mill be there for her. 

1 slid closer to her on the bench and embraced her. She hid her face on my 
shoulder and cried. I Icr -lands clutched my shirt 

'Wriv. whv is ii so unliiii , V Win rlo oi;h. I have in deal wilti liiisV she cried, 'whv 
ciin'r you set prr-jioani ar lhc same lime?' 

Because 1 am biologically male, 1 warded lit sav. Bui I rhink she knew that. 
'Listen Vidya, we used the rhythm method, we used protection I know it is not 

Vidya just shook her head and tiled. Mains is always horrible ar leassj ring 
people. Nobody believed in i>; nhabiiiiv in ciooiional moments, 

A family walked by. The man carried a fat boy on his shoulders. I found it 
svirexihi ol rhc pnu':ii ial burden rri my hie. I be rhoui^hi ir-irn sinned again, an, 



support. Come !o Ihink of il. I ftoce lo Uike care of mi/ friends' 
Vidya? Site is only eighteen. She litis To study more, be a PR pel 
she wants to be. Slie coutdirt maw from one prison lo the next, 
have lo mention the A-word. 

She slid away from me. The crying had made her eyes wet an 
looked even more b<?au'.iiul. li'/>i| can f inert ■nop tioliang beiaili/ 
up to walk baek after a feiw minutes. 

'Let's wait for a day or two more. We'll sn whal we have to di 
we reached the atito stand. 

'It's probably a false alarm. I'm overreacting. 1 should have wa 



We kept quiei in ihr auio for five minuics. Thro I hud lo Miy ir. 'Vidya, in ease, 
insl in case it is no! a false alarm. What are we going to do? Or should we talk 
about il later?' 

■You teU me, what do you want to do?' 

When women -.ink yon for your rdioir.e, rhe\ already limr li choice in mind. And 
if you want to maintain sanity, you'd bctlcr ehoosc the same. 

I looked into her eyes to find otit the answer she expected from me. I couldn't 

find it 

'1 don't know. This is too big a news for me. I can't say what we will do. 
Pregnancy, aborilnn. I dmi'i know hem- .ill ihis works.' 

'No. no. I said I d.ri i\ M hat's the other option, marriage?' 

'Excuse me, I am eighteen. I just passed out of school,' she said. 
Then what?' 

'1 don'l know. I don't warn to think. Please don't lalk aboul il.' she said. 
We kepi quiet for the resl of the auto journey. 

u iiskcji' iiTid 'ntii vi messages iliai night. 
★ 

'What's up? 1 Ish said as I laid my head on the cashbox early morning 
'Nothing. Couldn't sleep well,' I said. 

'Why? Think, hr oi Pandii \:'s r 1 i i u k 1 1 1 1 ■ 1 " ■ ' Ish laughed. I ignored ldin. Every few 
hours I had the urge to send Vidya a 'did anything happen' message. But she 
would tell me il' someihinj: happened. I opened a ealcndar and tracked all the 
past dates of our auirnae 1 . . Ap.iM from ;hc fir si i im'' ^I'veral niondts ii^o. I had 
used proteelion every lar.f. C'.oi.N: l hey In- loir le,i mi:;, ulhe: rd-ism i? i duiii'l know 

And there was no other woman I knew apart from Vidva. And I couldn't ask mom 

'Nothing yet', she replied hack. 

The next nighl 1 did yjr; mime sleep. I aaranjr oul oi lied early momma, in SMS 
her again. 1 had ;m SMS, I'mm her alreadv, 'a hi I of pi Lin. nothing else'. 

I threw the phone away. I wanted to reach the shop early to take out supplies 



Eighteen 



'\T.i'':-" . Is]" 1 . dragged '.mi ii heavv lii.x i':' '.vick'ls from die godown. 

'Mama, you here so early?' Omi said 

Mama kept twn pink paper hoses im the wirkel has. He had a tikka from The 
morninf! p;-«vcrs on his forehead. 

'I had bou£:ii hoi kaciir.'r.'s iur my son and other sevaks. Their Uain was 

will have them willi "Hi.' Maui;', snid iimiI iuu!, oui a kachori. 
'So leftover hiTHkfusi fur us? Oir.i said mid laughed. 

7hey arc absolutely fresh. I'll jjcI more when Ihcv conn-. Rai them while iliev 
are stiil hot, come Ish, Govind,' Mama said. 

'Didn't know •011 liovs mine hete so iv-.rlv.' M.MTii' said. Ihe shops iloik sa'd 

eight o' clock. 

'Hatl Some work in Die Kurtown,' I said aod look ;i l.nlc ill' :i kachori. It l.aslcd 

delicioua. 

We ordered tea and sat on the stools outside she shop. 

Mama lalked to Omi about their relatives. Ish and 1 discussed the delivery plan 
for ihe day. Thr shop didn't open until nine. We 1:01 ikl eui in peace. 

'Third ruund of ten? Ok? Yeah gouil,' Vaina said and culled lor the tea-boy 

'Keep Ihem,' Mums said. 'I II &ei more anyway.' 
'No Mama, we have had enough...' 

Mama's phone ring interrupted me. Mama picked up the phone. His face 

■What's up Mama'/ Omi said. ' " y S 
Mama put his ham I on the photic untl turned to Omi. 

'It is a junior parti' official in Ayodhya. He put our sevalc team in the train the 
dav before. Nov.- he wan is the coach number. And he isn't telling me whv. Mama 
said, 

'Wail.,' Omi said and wem inside the shop. He eaoie 01.11 with a notebook. 
Here, I had noted Ihe PNR number and other details while making the 

'Ok listen, they were in SG ... yeah, it says SG, hundred per cent S6, hello listen. 
... why are you p>n\ in a v. Kile mlkiisa 10 ineV Hey, hello...' 

The person on the other end hung dp the phone. Mama tried tu call the 
number back bat no one picked tip. 'Whai s going tin?' T said. 

'I'll come wills yim':" lion siiid. 'No. its :'ine. I had to go anyway. I'll find out, 1 
Mama said and left. 

Two hours later the whole country had found out. 

'Stop flipping channels," I screamed at Omi, 'thev are all showing the same 

thinE. 1 

We stopped at NDTV. The newsreader repealed the news lor the it-nth time. 



The shopkeeper d ispi'rsc;:. I.lkiivii * run; hi-i s I 'Mis didn t stop. 
Don't worry, Mama will call back. The news is sketchy. We don't know what 

'Come home son.' Orni's lather said lu Omi. 
Til help them shut the shop,' Omi said. 

We went back to the shop. We had to customers that morning, and didn't 
expect any more, 

'DO yon lliivc "Idvi-s Ish hiLaiyu': 1 Mini 1 iire worn mil. Ali s voice ^1 i I rr us. Wr 

had packed [lie shop fi.v one o'clock. 

'What the hell are you doing here?' Ish said. 

Ali was taken aback. He wore a yellow T-shirt and an old pair of jeans. Luckily, 

'1 am gelling rivuh fur practice. We have one at 4.30 today 
no?' 

You haven't seen the news?' I said. 'We don't have TV/ he said. And your 
abbst?' 

'He look ammi In her parents in Sural. He will come at six.' 
'And vou didn't go?' Ish said. 

'How could I? We had practice. Don't want to do hundred push-ups far missing 
prarlia". Ali said and ^■.u-.'.hi^il, hcv uh\ .nc vim shading do'vr. :]•>■ shop? My 

'Us?' Omi said in a Firm voice. 

■You go Omi, your parents and aunt need you,' Ish said. 'And you?' Omi said. 

'Am taking All home. I'll drop liim oil" w I j « - e i his pan-ms crime hack, 1 

Omi looked at me n> say somel hini>. 1 shrugged my shoulders. 

Tou want lo come to my plan-?' Ish said 10 me. We walked nut of the temple 

I wanted to see Vidya. But it wasn't the best time, and Vidya would not be in 
the besl mood anvBav. [ wandered i; I should SMS her again. 

'Ho, my mother would lie worried loo.' 1 said. Shed probably he io ihe kitchen, 
preparing dough for the evening dhokla. 

I reached home. Over lunch, 1 told my mother whirl had happened at Godhra. 
My mother made me swear that I'd never fall in love with a Muslim girl. 1 felt tired 
after the live sleepless nig.hls and Ihe events oa Ihe TV, ami look an ailerncioii 
nap. Omi's phone call woke me up. 

'Hey what's up Omi? Got in touch with Mama?' I said and rubbed my eyes. The 
phone's clock showed il was 5.30 p.m. 

'I lost my brother Govind. He died on the spot; Omi said and his vnice broke. 
He started crying.. I lifted m.\ sec off ihe lied and stood up. 

'Mama called He is devastated,' Omi said. 

Is he at home?' I said. 

'No, he went to the party office. All the workers are with him to support him. He 
t old me noi to - ell his uc or anvoao cl.se. Lc-:c ihe', h.c e:Vi guessed.' 

'it's horrible. Omi. it's inirril.ilc' I said. 1 shuddered in rhink ivc almas' look thai 
trip. 

'I can't keep silent at home and not show il. 1 have to get out,' Omi said. 
Then come home,' I said. 'Where is Ish?' Omi said. 



'1 don't know, can you stay on the line? 1 1 said. I put Omi's line on hold and 
called Ish. He picked up after ten rings. 'Ish. where are you? Why do you take so 
limn In pick up?' '] am ill Ihc hmik. I ramr ivith Ali in prar tiee.' 'Is : liis Ihe time to 

practice?' 

'What? 1 bt?i:H"]i'- si'k el su-ivin^ home all daw And dad >^;ve me dii"," looks 

'Ish. horrible news. IJf hiJTj j ls.... I sail: and sn.ppeu ai.d-sentence. 

Tcah. Omi told mc. Mama laid him in keep [piiel ;i r home. He minis to gel out.' 
'Come over here then,' Ish said. 

'Ok,' 1 said. I liiiii!^ up i:n: Ish arid sueehed la :ke o'Iut aire. Liaae in the bank 
Leave r.a.e before il £ets dark. I said lo Omi, 

'Mom, don't cook for mc. We'll make snnieihini; ai ihe hank,' I said as 1 left ilu' 

★ 

Trouble has started in the city. I heard a mob burnt two buses down in 
Jamalpdr,' Omi said. 

We came to the tuition area or the backyard to have our dinner. Omi had 

'Rumour or true? I said. 

Mami is still praying lor Dhiraj's safely.' 

Omi's body shook. He broke into tears. I held his hand as he hugged me. 

Ali looked at us. 1 smiled back at him. I went to the room where we kept books 
mid lamiiihl liar k Ihiee !'liiir,mm earnies. I gave tbem lo Ali as he happily rein! 

We sat away from Ali so he could not hear us. 

'The mob that burnt the Jamalpur bus, Hindu or Muslim?' 1 said. 

'I don't know, I'm really scared, 1 Omi said. 

We finished dinner and elcanod liie kitchen iiv cijdd. We were planning l<> leave 
when Isli's phone rang. II was 1 1 i ^ dad. ish hesilaleu ui |.>iek il up and did so i.inlv 
after half a minute. 

I had dinner. I'll be back in half an hour....' Ish said, 'what?' 

We turned to look at Ish. I could only hear his side of the conversation 

'Ok .,. Ok ... listen , 1 am at ilu; bank. We an; sale here. \'es. I promise we won't 
walk oui on I he si reels ... yes we have bedding here. Don't panic' 

1 gave Ish a puzzled look. 

A haikimg in our pie eau^hi fee,' Ish said. 

'Wow, which one?' 1 said. 

The Muslim one at the comer,' Ish said. 

'It caught lire? By itself?' I said. 

That is what dad is hoping. But it could be a Hindu mob. Dad said stay 
'Our moms will worry, (invind's ivanlii too.' Omi said. 

Call them/ Ish said, 1 can't Lake Ali to his home too. His parents don't even 
have a phone,' Ish said. 



I called my mother and told her I would be safe at the bank. We had slept over 
at the bank several times in the pasi Mnn\ ihit'i' nnriics had ended with us 
passmf; dim .Hi Ihe mallccsses in the branch m^= lh^h-:- s room oh tin- first floor. 

We sat on couches in lhc i-iishic-r vvailini; area and played cards alter dinner. 
All slept soon. Ish brought a quilt from the manager's office and tucked him In on 

Omi dropped three card;.. Three arcs.' Oiui said n ith an exl ra-.sttaigbi face. He 
sucks at bluff. 

1 tapped lhc cards. I wondered whether ii> turn ihern. I.oud cha.nts ilisrupted 

What's that?' ] said. 1 saw the time - 10 p.m. Those are Hindu chants,' Omi 
said. ■Angry-Hindu chants,' lsh said. Calls to Shiva rind Rama combined with 
drumbeats. We climbed I he SldieS two floors In reach lhc bank's roof. The city 
glowed orange in the thick winter night. One, two, three -1 saw three balls of 
flame across the p.ils The nearest flame came from a building fifty yards away. A 
crowd of people stood outside. They threw stones on the burning building ! 
ronldn'l see we.!], Inn could hear I hi- screams of Ihe people inside (hi- pol. The 
screams mixed wilh celebratory chants. You may have heard about riots several 
times or even seen them on TV. But to witness them in front of your eyes stuns 

■ ■mi; senses. Vjv ree'kliL'Ltrl: [ rc.s.mi.ilcr! a > .il.imi". movie film sel A he mine, 

man inn across tlie road Tin* Hindu mob rltnsed hun. He siutnbled on a stone 
and fell, nrotuid Keenly yards away from us. The mob crowded over him. Two 
minuses lalcr. lhc crowd moved away while the man lav slill 1 had witnessed 
someone's death for the first time in my life. My hands, face, neck, legs - 
everything turned cold. My heart heat in the same irregular way as it did on the 
day of the eaiihnnnke. Mature caused dial disaster, man made Tins one. 1 don't 
know which is more dangerous. 

'Come inside, lsh i lifted hard ai my sleeve. 

We went downstairs. My body shivered. 

'It's fine. Let's go lo sleep. The police e. ill ron-.e scion. I morning it will be ok,' 
lsh said as he put his arm around me. 

'Can we sleep together?' I said. Yes, 1 admit it, I felt super scared. 

lsh nodded, lie picked up Ali from the couch. We went to lhc branch manager's 
room on the first floor and shut the door. I checked my phone before going to bed. 
tfldya had given me a missed '-all- 1 was in no state of mind to call or SMS back, 
lsh lay next io me anyway. I kepi the phone in my pocket. 

T took three qtiilis and slept in Ihe middle ncxl lo Ali. Omi and lsh sucroundeei 
us. Wc swilched off l.he lights ai 10.30 p.m. 

At 11.30 p.m. 1 woke up again. We heard a shattering noise. Someone shook 
the main gate of ihe bank. 

'Who is it,' I said. Ish stood up and wore his shirt. 

'Let's find out,' Ish said and shook Umi's left, come Omi.' 

We went downstairs. I switched on the main lobby lights. Ish looked through 
the keyhole. 

'it's the mob,' lsh said, one eye still on the keyhole , .Via ma ls lending the pack.' 
We looked at each oiher. lsh turned the door knob ami opened the door. 



Nineteen 



'My sons.' Mama screamed. 

We unlocked the bank's main gate and opened it slightly. Mama opened his 
arms. Hi- held a fire-torrh in one hand and a irisbul in : htr other. [ esptrinl hun 
in cry when In- saw (Imi. Inn he liidn'l. He came rinse in ns lor a hug. He look (lie 
three of us in his arms. 'My son. the bastards killed my son,' Mama said as he 

so i : Air nh nl mid mm L'linn.i steeds reeked ii.nii I us montri . .'.■lam; i , i|me; il more 

stoned lhan grieved. 

'My brother, Mama.' Omi said and held back his tears. 

to address the mob wc I I I i While these mother fuckers come 

and keep killing us over the centuries. In a Hindu country, in a Hindu state, the 
I'll Liters ran eilnie and burn our kids in broad daylight. And \vc don't dn anything. 
We |usi cry. Come rape us, loot us and burn us. They think they can terrorise the 
whoit- fucking world but we will have no guts to do anv;.]-,ing 1 'Kill I hem,' the mob 
replied. The shaky body movements of the mob showed their intoxication. By 
blood or alcohol, I could not tell. 

'But the bastards made .1 big mislake. They Iriei! lu rope Gu.iaral Indav. Mother 
linkers thought I hirst: vegetarian people, whai "ill rhtrv do? Come Id s .shim- them 

Mama paused to take a sip from his hip flask. Wc stepped back towards the 

'I hope they won't expect us 10 join. 1 won't,' 1 whispered in lsh's ear. 

'Nor am I, and let's lake Omi inside too,' Ish said. We told Omi to hide behind 

'Whal are you whispering?' Mama son! and i-iinnisi Insi Ids balance. His fire 
torch fell on the floor. The mob cleared around It. He lifted the torch back. 
'Where is my other son? Open this gate,' Mama said as he couldn't see Omi. 
'What do you want Mama? Can we. talk tomorrow?' I said. 

'Mama, you know Omi needs in gr-i home....' I said. Mama brushed me away. 
1 don't wanl Omi. I don'i warn any of you. I have- many people to help me kill 

Ish came next to me. He held my hand tight. 
So leave us Mama,' Ish said. 

'[ want the boy. I want 1 hat Muslim boy; Mama said. 'Winn?' Ish said. 

'Eye for an eye. I'll slaughter him rigid here. Then I will cry Tor my son. Gel I he 
fur king boy.' Mania s;ed and Ihurnpfd l.sti's ehe.sl Ish si niggled s\nid straight. 

The blow torches lit up the dried grass on the entrance of the bank. A thick 
lock kept I he gate shin ami The mrih outside. 

'Mama, you are drunk. There is nobody here.' Omi said. 

Tou lose a. son first Then I wdil lell you aboui being drunk. Mama said, 'and I 
know he is here because he is nol at his home.' 
'Mama, your dispute is with his father,' I said. 



'I will join them mid iuke them a way," Omi said. 
'No, il won't work,' Ish said. 

They killed his parents?' I said and ounlinued to breathe 
fast. 

The mob baneed iifii-.insl "In- u.ile I'hev diiln ■ like "ui vni]is:nn;i manoeuvre, f 
wandered how long [he lock would hold. " 

1 sal down on ihr couch. [ had in think despite the deafening gate noise. 
'What are our options,' I said. 

Nobody responded. 

They have madness in their eyes, [hey won't talk, 1 Oml said. 
■We could try and escape. Or iljihi ihcm,' Ish said. 

'You warn to iijdil rbfiv people ivhn tire nailer a s-iell Ic murder?' 1 said. 
Then what?' Ish said.' 

I looked al Ish. For the first lime in my life, 1 had seen him scared. I kept 
looking at him honing he wanld r.onsider nil options, liven ihr worst one. 

'Don't even think about Riving up Ah,' Ish said to me as his pointed finder 
poked my chest. 

What else can we offer them?' I said. 

'Money?' Ish said as his body shivered, 'you say people always talk if there is 
inouev involved.' 
'We don't have thai much money,' I said. 
'But we will make it and give it to them,' Ish said, 
'r'or Minim n is not aboi.:1 the money.' Omi said. 

do it alone. We need to scatter the crowd.' 

I paced around the room. We didn't have money. Yes, the rioters would be poor 
people in the neighbourhood with nothing to lose. But still, how and who would 
do the talking? 

You are 1' 



We opened the main door again. The 
the front gate lock. 

C'mon son, open the gate. You boys c.i 
'Mama, T want to talk to you. Just you 



ide and hugged him. 
jold chain. ? 



'Can I talk ta you?' ] said. 

The man came to me. He held a fire torch in his hand. My cheek felt the heat 
Sir, I want to offer you a proposal; 'What?' 

'How many of these men are yours'?' Ten,' he said, after same hesitation, if I 
promise von ten thousand, can von slnwiv slep lj, : .ek and ivalk awav"-' I said 

'Why?' he said. 

'Please, don't ask. Consider it an offering. And keep it quiet as I don't have 
'Why do you want to save the boy?' he asked. 

'Fifteen thousand last. My shop is at the temple. You can ruin it if I don't pay.' 
The man in the gold chain went back to his group. He spoke to them as they 
stepped backwards. He turned to me and nodded. Twenty-five per cent of my 

Mama left Omi and came to me. 

'What's going on here?' Mama said. He did not notice forty people taming to 
thirty in his drunk state. 

'Mama think nga.m. You have a [inure in I he pariv. P;aekh-u will not approve of 
this,' I said. 

Mania laughed. He took out his mobile piiunr ami dialled a number. 

'Yes, Pm'rkli-ji. I am well. Don'l worry, ] will grieve later. Right now it is war 
time. Oh and someone ihinks you are mil happy with me ... here talk ... yes 

Mama passed his phone. The crowd wailed behind us. 
'Hello? Who is this,' ParE'kh-ji s voice came at the other end. 
'Govind, Parekh-ji. One of Omi's friends. We enmr to ViShala with you...,' I said. 
'Oh yes. Son, levins day I'm- us Hindus. Sn are vuu supporting us?' 
"This is wrong, air,' I said, nol sure whv I ealleil hi m sir. 'ibis i.s wrong.' 
'What? The train burning, isn't it?' 'Not that Parekh-ji, thev want to kill a boy' 
'So what can I do?' he said. 'Stop them.' 

Our job is to listen to people and do what they tell us. Not the other way 

'People don't want this,' I said. 

'They do. Trust me. Today, the cooker needs a whistle to release the pressure." 
But kids? Women?' 1 said. 

'Doesn't mailer. whatever ii lakes in quench the hurl feeling*. People in paia 
want to feel bcllcr. Unfurl nnatr.lv. lodav 1 ean'l Ihink of a belter way. 1 
This is a horrible way, 1 1 said. 

This will last a day or two, but if we stifle it, it could explode into a huge civil 

Tour party will be blamed lor il. I .said, living 10 appeal In [heir sell-interest. 
'By who? A few pseiidas? Nol ihe people of Guiaral. We are making people (eel 
better. Thev will elect us again and ae.im: . You wait and see.' 

Sir, this' boy. He could be in the national team someday.' Mama snatched the 

'Don't worry Parekh-ji, I'll lake care of ail (bin. You will be proud of me 

I looked around for another mini-leader in the pack. 1 walked up to him and 
took him aside. 



'Fifteen thousand, you lake vnnr people and uall-: nivavV f said. 
This time my lure did not entice. 

'Mama, hp is Irving In l>u_v me.' thr- mini- leader sr-renoieil m the lop of iiis mire. 
'No, no yon heard mi: wrong. whal arc vou mail or somcihiTigV 1 said and 
moved buck towards [he bank. 

'What's going on Omi? Get the boy here,' Mama screamed. 

Omi nodded to Mama. He went to the main door. The crowd remained at the 
gnic noil (irilv iSu: porch si- para I I'd us. However, Ihc khu: did rim have a lock 

anymore. 

Omi knocki'd on ;he ',v,\\:v, em ran' e. Isii opened -I a Tilt con-in ning the person. 
I in I h Hi' i hern disappeared inside. 

I stood alone w-u.h -In- rimers. '.he 1 , suspcc-ed cie ol ofleim.e. bribes. I warned n> 
run inside loo. However, someone had in keep ihc crowd out. 

'Are they gct'iiiii bim' J ' Mania asked me. 

Ish opened it for a nanosecond and I slipped inside. 

I let out the loudesi sigh cu r lull boiled tiie door and blocked il wilh the sofa 
from the waiting lounge. 

'They are waiting. If one of us doesn't show up in two minutes, they will attack, 1 

Ali woke up,' Omi said. 'Where is he?' 1 said. 

'1 locked him in Ihc manager's room. How many people?' Ish said. 
Thirty,' 1 said. 'Let's fight,' Ish said. 



Twenty 



me through the main door. , G , !m-m!! Man-.a. Give us five minu 
back. 'Get him fast,' Mama said, 
made Ish sit on the sofa thai blocked the main door, 
sh. can I offer a bit. of logic In the i.urrcm chaos, 1 1 said. 
What? We have no lime,' Ish said, 
know. But ! also know what will happen if we fight thirty people. W 
Thev will get Ali and kill him too,' 1 said, 
in what art- y(H] Irving In say.' Ish .said ami stUOl! Up. 
Giving up thru- lives lo possdily save one. Can you show mc Ihe i 

Fuck vour maths. This isn't about business,' 

" t is it about? Why should we all die? Only because you love t 

Then what?' 

is a national treasure,' Ish said. 

are national filth? So maybe one day the kid will hit a : 
and [rif! inns will waste I he day " ; ntr I a rip. TV and gel itirills out of it. St 
ivhaP What ahoul my rm.il her? Wlial ahoul Onii's parer.ls? Whit: ahoid. 
and turned quiet. 1 almust said Vidva. 

'I'm not giving him up. You want to run away. Open the door and r 
you are welcome to go too,' Ish said. 

'I am not going Hui nruv do m light diem Ish?' Omi said. 
Ish told us to follow him. He led us to the kitchen. He told us to lift a 
canister each- He also picked up three buckets that we used to chill beer. We fell 

It's heavy,' I said. 

Twenty litres each. Thai's heavy I'm- sure, ish said as we reached [he roof. 

Fires dotted the neighbourhood skyline. The weather didn'l feel as cold as a 
February night should be. 

'We are coming!' Mama said as his group pushed the rusted metal gate of the 
bank open. They came lo lite porch ami banged on [he main en I ranee door. 

'Snip shoaling Ma.ma,' ten said. 

Mama looked up to Ihe roof. 

'Where are you hiding sister-fuckers,' Mama said. The crowd hurled fire torches 
at us. We stood two stories high. Nothing reached us. One fire torch fell on a 
rioter and he yelped in pain. A mob maybe passionaie. bin ii can also he i;uiie 
stupid. They stopped I h con ing torches after that. 

Ish kept Mama engaged. 

'Mama, I was bom without fear. See,' Ish said and climbed on the roof ledge. 

The crowd became dislrarted. If they weren't, they'd attack the main door. 
Despite ihree bobs and a sofa in front, [hey would break il in len minutes Hal. 
Alter llii.il. dicy a have lo freak Ihe :irsl linor ciu:;aicc door ami dim the I'hnisy 



'Say Jai Sri Ram," Ish shouted. It worked perfectly, the crowd had to 

buckets. The canisters had a narrow neck and the kerosene wouldn't now out 
fast. We needed a big strike. 

Ish struck Siva's poses on the ledge. A feu drunk members of The mob even 
bowed to him. Pct-lmas Si™ Mad ihmh: ihmn Ionian 10 bless (he rioters. 

'One, two, Hirer uml [■<>, 1 whispered as Omi and 1 upturned Ihe buckets. Hi- 
threw the oil forward to keep it away from the bank building. 

The blowtorches in the rioters' hands acted as the ignition. A river of Tire fell on 
the bank's porch. Panic spread in the mob. They took a few moments to realise 
we bad attacked iMem. Ish stepped off ihe ledsc. We Mm ourselves under the 
parapet. 1 raised mv bend Mild; enough to watch the happenings below. A few 
mobslers ran out of the bank gate as their clothes caught fire. 1 suppose it is 

'How many ran away?' Ish said. 

'Quite a few. There's panic downslairs.' The miiamm;! pcopk. started jabuini; 

more than ten, but less than twenty. ' ' P ^ P 

'We have to go down,' Ish said. 
Are you mad?' I said. 

'No. Lei's reduce tin: people furl her,' Ish said. 

Tsh, we are hurlinj; people. Sonic of them may die. We threw a lot ol" kerosene.' 
I said. 

'I don't care,' Ish said, 'we have to hurt some more. 1 

We came down in ihe firsl Hour. IsM unlocked ihe branch manager's nl'ilee dour 
willi il.e -tuai h ill' ki-ys ii; U:s picket Ali availed him inside and ran to hug him. 

'Don't worry, it's going to be fine,' [sh said. 
'1 want to go home to abba.' 

I ran my fingers 1 hr.m.i-li Ali'.s iiair. l-lnnic was [Ml limber an option. 

'M, you will be fine if vou lister, to me. Will vou listen to me?' Ish said. Ali 

nodded. 

'Some horrible people want to get you. 1 need to lock you up in the vault They 
will never gel you Ihree.' Ish .said. He- pointed in Ihe elausl rophuhk six Mv six 

There? It's so dark?' Ali said. 

Here, take my phone. Keep the light on. 1 will be back soon, 1 Ish said and gave 

Ish put Ali to ihe .safe. He nave him a lew pillows Ali swiieheii on the phone 
light. Ish shut Ihe door and linked il. lie kepi the kevs inside his sock. 
■You ok?' !sh screamed. 
'It's dark,' Ali said. 
'Hold on ok?' Ish said. 

We left Ali in the vault ami ran :u the kih lnn The iahs a: the' main door 
continued. I estimated we had five more minutes before the door gave awav. 
Ish unplugged the LPG cylinder. 'Carry this lo the main door,' Ish said. 



Omi and I carried the LPG cylinder. We liept it under the sofa blacking the 
main door. 

Omi where do we keep [he fireworks?" Fsh said. 
Top shelf,' Omi said. 

Ish came back with boxes of leftover Dfwali crackers. We usually burst them 

He look two bombs and opened the fuse to make it last longer. The crowd 
l)n«K'"'l a I I hi; door. One main dour boll became loose. 
'1 open, you light and all run up. Clear?' ish said to Omi. 

Omi nodded, "ish climbed on the sofa and tried to get hold of the bolt. It 
vibrated under the impact of the mob's jabs. 

Omi lit a matchstick and took it to the fuse. As the fuse tip turned orange, Ish 
opened iln- boll. The si il'ii won lr] keep ;he door in plaee for a lew mure .seen mis, 

'Run,' Ish said as he jumped off the sofa. 

We ran up the stairs. 1 was four steps away from the top when the door came 

had tried to bribe opened the door! Him and three more men entered the room. 

'Hey stop, 1 they shouted at me as I continued to climb. I looked behind, eight 
men had entered the bank. 

1 was one step from the top when my ears hurt. The explosion rocked the 
r:i.ipln)nr-iis on I he .miiand Hour lis Ihe main door blew awav. i ihink the mini- 
leader took the worst hit from the cylinder. The other eight men couldn't, have 
been much better off. 

I didn't know wbai we were doing. Pii'venriiig sonn-one from laking revenge hy 
all.H.kiny, [ in.- iti ourselves. I hail never seen body parts fly in i!n: air. 1 diiin'l know 
if any of ihe rioters remained. I used I he kvo way swirch at I he lop to switch on 
the ground floor tube light. Smoke and bits of paper from the old files filled the 
room. Ish and Omi came behind me. 

All gone?' Ish said. 

I iir smoke , ir :i ! Is A li 11 ,r, : ,e ■ nilki 

gap. Mama entered the ithiiii with live oihrr people. Maybe he was lurkv. oi" 
maybe he had the foresight to send others to open the door first. The live people 
ran In the injured in Ihe mom. Mama lonkeil up. His eyes met us. 



Twenty One 



'Catch them,' Mama shouted. He and five oilier men ran up the stairs. Ish, Oirr 
and I ran into the branch manascr s olkcc ami shut the door. 

'Hold these,' Ish said. His hands trembled as he shuffled through the crickei 
equipment we kept in the manner's office. Ish pii ked up a bat. Mama and his 
group hat] reaitied rhe brunch n:,",i'.i ■ e.e: ':; iiliire door. 

'Open or we will broac ii, Mjina said, m-n ihoush ihcv didn'l bang the door. 
They continued to threaten us but didn't act. Perhaps I hey were afraid of what ws 

My heartbeat sounded aimost as loud as their screams. 
'1 don't have my phone, dive me yours. 1 11 rail tin- polit e.' Ish said to me. 
'We will noi leave. Mama s win- reverberated I h mush 'he door. 
I passed mv phone to Ish. 1 If dialled the polite number. 
'Fuck, no one is picking up,' Ish said and tried again. Nobodv answered. 
Ish hung up the phone and shook it in frustration. Beep Beep, my phone said 
aa a message arrived. 'It's an SMS,' Ish said as he opened It. 

Hey. stay safe tonight. 

By the way, just got my period!! 

Vippee!! Relieved no? 

C U soon my hot teacher. 



The message rami" fmm supplier VioyniiaMi. Ish save me a pulled look. I 
.■iliruejij-tl illy similiters ami reached m lake my phone, ish moved the phone 
away i'renn mi; Hi: looked at ini: hi shock He ii.inn.-cl lo Mir: message and went ini.n 
details, lie saw the number, lie dialled it. 

I came close to a cardiac arrest. 

'Hey, cool no'? I never thoughi I'd be celebrailns a period.' Vuiya ml tied off (as 
I he di her sirli: iis she saw my number. 1 could bear her cheerful voice even l hough 
Ish held l in.: plume. 'VidvaV Ish sahi as his brows became lease. Ish bhaivaV she 

Ish looked al mi'. I le ' in 'lie line am! kepi 'he nb.ir.e in bis pocket. 

For a moment we forgot that we had murderers at our door. Ish stepped 
forward towards me as l bar ki racked mini l reached I he wall. 

'Ish I can explain...,' I said even though I couldn't. Ish dropped the bat on the 
ground. He lifted his hand and then - slap] slap] He deposited Iwo of I hem on mv 
face. Then he made his hand into a fist and punched me hard in the stomach. 

I fell on the ground. I fell intense pain, hut I felt 1 had losl the rigbl to say 
anvttiinji. inrliiilin.r; screaming in agon v. 1 clenched mv leeth ami closed mv eves 
I deserved this. 1 had lo pav for ihc second mistake of mv life. 

'What the hell are you doing?' Omi said even though he understood the 



■Nothing, selfish bastard. He is a t 
msineasman,' Ish said and kicked me i 
'Hey Ish. vou wanl 10 gel killed?' Omi 



'I didn't do anything wrong, I said. 1 don't know why 1 said that. 1 h 

i[] there ::i 1 he lop lea iinii iilK ■a ]"[iml^ "hiij^.s ■ n".r- i o : .i lil possibly do. 

Mania's patience ran ou; alter kvc miir.nes. b-L i - ordered his minions to ore 
he door. They pressed : I l r ■ i i Irish a Is itu.ain^ ihe door, bui kepi llieir distance. 

Right now, aim is to survive, not to settle stores,' Omi said. 

Omi handed Ish the bat again. I held my wicket fight. We monitored the door 

Til lei them in anyway. Omi said mid released ihe boll. 

'You want 10 kill me? Mama, go on. kill mi.'. Whv wail,' Omi said and open 



Mama s live men held up their trishuls. We lifted our crick 
man attacked Ish. Ish blocked him with his bat. Ish struck the 
arm, leg, thigh and groin. The man fell on the floor. 

My hands shivered as I tackled another fat man. My wicket 
trishul's blades. Our conjoined weapons lunieri in the air as w 
them apart. He kicked me in my right knee and I losl my b 
forward and pinned me to the wall. 

The third man hit Ish on the neck with the blunt end of th. 
forward. The man took Ish captive and pushed him against the w 

Omi had crushed the toes of the fourth man with the bat. Th 
he fell on the floor. Omi kicked his siomaeh but Ihe fifth man ] 
Omi's back. The man grabbed Omi from behind. 

'Buffalo, you can't get free now,' the man said. 

'Tch, tch. Stupid ba si arris. Like playing with fire eh?' Mama i 
the branch manager's table. The three of us were pinned to th 
remaining able men had blocked our acidic:, with their trishuls. 

Mama sat on the branch manascr's table and looked at us. 

'1 want blood. Give me the boy, or it will be yours,' Mama said 
hip flask and had a big sip of whisky. 

There is no boy here.' Ish said, as you can see.' 

■You are not to be (rusted, its 1 have yen,' Mama said. He 
flask at ish. It hit him in the chest. 

Two injured men lay on the floor. Mama kicked them. 

'Go search/ Mama said. 

Nobody here.' they screamed as they traversed the various re 
Their voice had pain. Something told me they'd had enough. 



o Ish. He pulled Ish's 



'I said open this,' Mama said. 

'This is Ihr bank's vault. We dnn'i have i he- keys.' I said. I nun ted to do my pari 

Okies. The smart boy has spoken. No keys,' Mama said. P 
My head turned to Ish. Ish looked away from me. 
Mama grabbed mv chin and lunied mv lace 10 him. 

'So we are idiots isn't it? You don't have the keys, but how did the fucking 
phone end up inside? Search them.' 

pped OPCII nil < I . I ", I. el I le ■ i|. .11 , i ■,! 

is nulls poked int. us he frisked mi- from nip In bottom. I (old him I didn't have 
ic keys morn than ten limes, bui he wouldn't listen. Mi: searched my pant 

ibbed me with his Est. " V ^ " ' 

The other men did the same to Omi and Ish. The man searching him ripped off 

ih's shirt. He look h n-isluil and [inked him in his rib cage. 
Til is bast aril (locsn'i have il,' niy nnui said and y.nie il[J his "lip Ik: pinned me 



ne needs to be lamed,' the man wilh Ish said as he tried in :ake off Ish's 
li kicked bard in Ihr' man's shins. 1 rial iced die blood on Isb'S chest, 
d 1 help,' Mama said from the branch manager's desk, 
worn,' I'll tackle him,' the man said even as ish bit his arm. 
came to Ish. He jabbed the blunt end of the trishul again at his chest 

Tamed in pain and fell. The man search in. i; isli slapped hini a lew limes, 
■bed bis leeth and continued le kick. Mama reached mm lsii's pockets 

mads pan . ■; in nil Ish s shun: He pulled out a 

zed lie;, nns.. it had ran s:\ inch Long keys. 

v on the Hour lakuis; heavy breailis (rain his innulh. His eyes looked 
veil as his body refused to cooperate, 
twirled I be key raiii in bis hand. 

looied a bank hei'mr.' [vlami- said, 'and .ch,v. n pii,:c lodav. l-'ai.hcr and 
took a minute to figure oul the vault keys. 



Mv tihitai ^as ;il so a 'hiiii. Ivk-.jiLi . said and we :i: io ihe vault. 
Ish sat on the lloor. The man guarding him suffocated Ish with the trishul rod 

around hia neck, 

further. ' 
'I'll pay you, whatever vou want,' I said. 

Businessman, go sell your mother,' Mama said to me as he turned the wheel of 
There is the bastard.' Mama said. 

Mama yanked out Ah from the vault. His thin body in the white kurta pajama 
shive-M-rl jnlenseh . Mi-. sir.udr^eel inee Inkl uir be had been riv:;!^ inside Mama 
a'; lei I AN I A' I In- i and ] aise-d hmr hiiih in the air, 
'[sh hhaiya,' A Li said a.s his legs dangled. 

'The more innocent yon look now. I he bigger devil vou will be In ten years,' 
Mama said and brought Aii down. He released his sn|3 on All's neck. 
'Stop it Mama,' Omi said as Mama Idled his trishul. 
You hiiii' i muli'-i-Miim!.' Mm 1 1 in said and folded his hands to pray. 

Ali tried to run out of the room. Mama opened bis eves. He ran alter Ali and 
jabbed the trishul into Aid's ankle. 
Ali screamed in pain and fell down. 
Mama kneeled down on Ihe floor next to Ali. 

'Don't you Irv and eseapc son ul" a biteh 1 tan kill vou in one clean shol. if vou 
try to be'clever 1 will cut each finger of yours one at'a time. Understand?' Mama 
roared. His eyes were red, the white barely visible. 

Mama closed his ev es ngnm ,md mumbled sileni chants, t-ie rook his folded 
bands 10 Ids forehead and hcarl and lapped il ihriec. He opened his eyes and 
lifted Ihe Irish nl. Ali stood up and uird lo limp away. 

Mama lifted the trishul high to strike. 

him. He ran between Mania and All .'■■[. una se reamed 11 ebaut and struck. 

Stop Mama.' Omi said. 

Even if Mama wanted to stop, he couldn't. The strike already had momentum. 
The trishul entered Oms's sinmach with a dull thud. 

'Oh ... oh,' Onu said as he absorbed whai happened first and felt the pain later. 
Wirhin seconds, a pool ol blood covered ihe llmir. Mama and his men looked al 
eaeh other, Irving lo make sense of whai had occurred. 

'Mama, don't do it.' Orni said, slili unaware that the trishul blades had 

(mil well hod in pirni as Mama vanked the trishul out. 

I had never seen so inueh blooei. 1 warned lo puke. Mv mind wenl numb. The 
man who pinned Omi earlier now held Ali tight and came close to Mama. Mams 

behind. He level sav. I ju- Irish. il inside lain. Uah '. had seen, mid Ini vems kinr 
that image would contintie to haunt me. 

'Call an ambulance vou dogs, 1 Ish screamed. Ish's captor held him super-tight. 



Omi held Mi's hand and looked at me. His eye.s looked weak. Tears ran across 
my checks. I had no energy lo Hub! the man holding nit 1 hod no energy k'l'l lo do 

anything. 

'Leave lis you bastards.' 1 cried like a. baby. 

'He is a good :io\ v'niiia. or dido 1 kil! ion: snii. Ad M.i'dinis ool hud. Oioi 
said, his voice breaking as In: gulped for breath. 

'Love yau friend.' Omi said as he looked at me. a line that could be termed 
cheesy if it was II losed. 

'What? Whai happened?' ifih said. He had only witnessed the drama from 

behind. 

Mama put his head on Omi's chest. Ish start™ kicking and shoving the man 
|-- iid::!i; him. The man jahbed Ish with Ins rlboiv Ish gripped his Irishul rod and 
pushed bark hard until he could slip out. He save the man a kick in his groin. 
The man lei I down as Isli kil krd him again Ihriee in the same j ilaee. Ish pounded 
his head with his foot until the man became unconscious, ish ran to Omi. 

s lYi;:e '■ io.iehei ■ ■ . he inn lei altir.r his Tin h in i saw 

Ish cry for the first rime. He stuffed hark haul but I he rears wouldn't stop. 

'See what you made me do you bastard,' Mania said, 'made me kill another 

ago. He touched i inn's body ogam and again. 

'Hindus are not weak, am 1 wea.k?' Mama said as he iiirncci hi his men. The 
men looked nervous, as things had nol gone as planned. The man who held All's 
arm looked at Maria. Inui.ing fa guiikini e for the next step. 

'Hold him hark, next in 1 his rant her piuiaimj. I n: smcssiaan.' Mama said. 

The man brought Ah next in m< and held btni har : ; weh a trishuL 

Ish's captor had reentered IVom the groin aitaek. He wnkr up and ran lo Ish 
Irom achind. He struck the blunt end of the trishul on Ish's head. 

'Ahl' Ish said in pain as he fell down, semi-conscious. The man dragged Ish 
back to the wall. Ish faced Ali and me. 

'No more ehanres,' Mama said as he came in from of Ali. Mama asked All's 
eaplor lo release him. ! looked a" ish, around fifteen lee! away. I lis raptor looked 
e\lra alert Ish looked at rae. His eves tried to lei I me something. 

What? 1 asked myself, Who! is he trying to say? 

I squinted m\ eves to look at Ish. l-ie moeed his eyeballs from centre lo left in 
qtm-li succession. He Maided me to mil nut and block Mama. Just the way Omi 
had, unsuccessfully. 

I examined my captor. I le blocked me but his eyes watched Mama and Ali. It is 
hard lo take vour eves of a live murder, i could sko ti'.n . I Invcrvrr. chal w as the 
point nf getting killed? 

'Gel ready you pig,' Mama said as he lilted his Irish ul and took live steps hack. 

Maybe 1 could extract myself and try lo pull Ali towards me. That war Mama s 
si rtitc- ro'.ikl hit I he wall. Ish could push his raptor awnv. rnmr irom i»Ti.:id and 



pull him to my side. [ got ready to move. However, i looked at Mama. The 

linn- i hinkmg when ! should hair intod. Ish nml I i-xchanged another gla 
he saw iti.v lear mixed null self iiucri-si. Whai il" tin' irishul ends in my s 
Thi; win) I -ifs mm If mi; hesiu.ml. lull 1 snapped mvsell' oil I of ii bind made a dive to 
my left, i grabbed Ali and pulled him towards me. Mama struck, but missed Ali's 
torso. One blade of the trishul jabbed Ali's wrist. Ali would have heen completely 
t-iiiiu i l i"n j l'- - if I had i ll', 'I'd ; : i si-rinid earlier. And brie a was. something 1 didn't 
realise then, the our scene nl delay being ihr ihini big mi make of my life. 
Of course, I didn't know I had made a mistake then. 

Ish did exaellv as I dioui;ht. and banned his head against the captor's to set 
himself free. It would have hurt Ish, but 1 think Ish was beyond pain right now. 
Ish took his raptor's irishui and struck it into the man's heart. The man 
scrciimed once and turned silent. 

Ish ran to us. 

'He's ok, he is ok, 1 I said turning to Ish. I held Ali tight within me in an embryo 



'We jusl wain io .so amy,' Ish saw! as in; held Ins irishul. faring Mama. Mi 
had a trishul ton. Their eves mi'i. Mama's nieii wauiied ihr. impending duel. I 
with Ali to the olhcr i.'nd of Ihr mom. The men rami 1 running after us. 

'Stop you bastards,' the men said as we reached the end of the room. One o 
men ivem and bolted the door. 

Ali lifted a hal I'com ihe floor. I picked one ion. i hough noi sure if I could re 
fight Hghi now, 

Ali winced as his right wrist hurt when he lifted the bat. 
Ileh? Want to fight?' the two captors said. 

Mama and Ish were still in their face off. liach had a stern gaze. Mama rati 
his trishul in his hand. 

One of Ihr men umnl lo go bark to Mama. 

'I'll lake care of him, von :'inis;i i In: l.inv Mama,' he said. 

'Sure," Mania sakl as hi' moved away As In' lei!. Mama struck his trishu 
Ish's toes. Ish didn't expect it. He lost his balance and fell down next to 
manager's desk. 

You are fucking weak, you know I hal.,' ish said. 

'I can finish you now. Thank your stars vou were bom in a Hindu hoi 
Mama said as he spat on ish's face. Mama .'rime to Ah. 

'Oh, you want in play eh> You warn in play hal hall wilh me, 1 Mama said 



it of the striking 
pt on the floor. 



Tou want me to bowl? Eh? Play bat ball?' Mama said and laughed, 'one last 
ball before you die?' 

Mama tossed 1 Ik- ball it) his hands. 

Teah, bowl to me,' Ali said. 

'Oh really?' Mama said and laughed. 

Another ball lay nest to Mi's loot. Ali brushed the ball with his feet towards Ish. 
The ball rolled to Ish. Ish sat on the floor leaning against the manager's table. His 
Iocs whooshed (ml blood nod in- couldn't gel up. 

'Don't come near mi:,' Ali said lo Mama. 

'Oh, 1 am so scared of the bat ball,' Mama said and pretended to shiver in jest. 
He tossed the ball in one hand and held the trishul in the other. 

Ish picked up the ball slowly. All's eyes met with Ish. Ali gave the briefesl nod 

possible. 

Ish lifted the ball in his hand. The captor noticed but didn't react. Ish threw the 
ball towards Ali with all his strength. 

Slaml Ali struck the ball with die bat. He had one shot, and he didn't miss it. 
The kill hi Mama's- lemple haul. Mama released I ho ball In his Iim in I lo hold his 
head. The ball Tell on the floor and Ali kicked if to Ish. Ish threw it again, Ali 
connected and slam! The ball hit l.ho centre of Mama's forehead. 

Ali's shDts were powerful enough lo get balls out of stadiums. At five feet range, 
I hey hil Mama like i-xplnrlmg bricks. Mama fell down. His Irishul foil on the floor. 
Ish used il as a stick lo got up. The raplors ran Inwards Mama Ish ranit from 
behind and slabbed one in his nock. The other copier sow ihc blood gush out. 
the killer look in Ish's eyes. He opened the bolt and was out of sight in ten 
seconds. 

Ali kneeled down on die floor. He held his righl n rial with his left hand. 

'Oh my God,' Ali said, more in pain lhan surprise ai what he had done. 

Miona lav on I he ground. His leniple had bursl.. Internal bleodiui; hail made his 
forehead dark and swollen, lie barely moved. Nobody wanted to go close to check 
has brea:h. I lis e\ es shu; a her five mint.ues and ; r keeked his pulse. 

'It's stopped. 1 I li ink lie's dead.' i sail I. I had become an espial ia dead bodies. 

'It's hurting a loflsh bhaiya. Take me home,' Ali said. His body still trembled in 
fear. 

'C'mon move that wrist All, you need that wrist, keep it alive,' Ish said. He 
hobbled towards ihe door lo leave . I le used a mshul as his walking stick. 

"We saved him, Ish we sfived him.' 1 said as I shook Ish's shoulders from 

Ish stopped. He turned to me. He didn't give me a dirty look, but something 
worse ihaa thai, lie gave me the look i in difference. Sure. I hail lei him down fur 
lots of reasons. Bui why was he behaving like Who was I? Like he had Bathing 

'iii-v Ish. wail for mo. I ll help vou open the door i .said. I reached the door. 
Ish hand gestured mo lo net oji of the way. 
'Ish, c'mon Ish, he is alive. We, we did it,' I said. 

Ish didn't say anyihinji. He left mc like 1 was one of the dead bodies ami walked 



Epilogue 



The heart rate monitor beeped fast Govind's pulse had crossed 130 heats a minute. 

Tile nurse came ruining inside. 1 Vhiil iliil i/ou do? 1 she said. 

'lain fine, just chatting,' Govind said. He sat up a little on the bed. 

'Han't iiiii/.-c hint exert lit it fie! I'.' Tin' nurse wagged hey linger at me. I nodded ami she 

teft the room. 

'And from that Jay. exaetiit three years, ttoo month-- and oae week ages I*h has no! 
■yokel: to in-: again. It:,:/"/! int.: I tut speaking te him lie snubs me.' Comiid ended hi- 

I gave liiin i! glass of water as in* t'e-iee faltered. 

'So what happened in the three \/enrs ■ to the shop, to Vidua, to Alt?' I asked, 
chest. He swallowed a eoup-le of Una:- to keep hi* composure, 

! did not prod further. If he wanted to tell me, lie would. I cliccked the time, it ions five 
in lite morning. I stepped oni-ide lite room, ihe earhi nieming sunlight Idled the 
hospital Corridors, I asked someone where to get tea from. He pointed me to tlie 

I eanie haek with two nips. Gcoind refuse:! as lie wasn't allowed one after a stomach 
wash. He didn't make eye contact. 

'I need te find iiie Singapore Airlines phone number. I haoe to confirm mi/ return 

tnp. ' I said, to change his mood. 

'Vim's parents, Coviml said. his ga:.e and voice half tow. 'I enu't tell i/att hota ... 

deslria/ed the:/ were. Fern weeks, Ihe temple Itad oi-ilois frent ihe iiciglibottrhood and 

Ihe .edit pre.i/ers were for t hai. I'diirai and A lama. At the funerals, i'lmi' s father eried 

as free thousand pee-ple descended from all over Ahmcdai-od I. tali's mother became ill 

after not ealiuc foi a week. She had lo he in iiie hosjdtal for a month! 

I debated whether lo place nr./ hand en Govind's hand I .ton; p-aie an the covers. 

'1 didn't vi te- Ihe Jjii/j far two meaiihs. I tried lo eoataet l:,h. hut ... Il l went (i> meet 

him. he'd shut Ihe door on my face.' 

' 'Did you speak to Vidya?' 

Cooiud slioe-k his head. 'Speaking lo Vid;/a teas ent of question. They put her under 
la use arrest. 1 ier dad shimmed iter nio'uii.. phone te pieces, flic I V channels mooed 
on after the Godlira news and the riots. But mij life collapsed, f lived through all that, 
t didn't pop pills then. I 'on' I think 1 am nol strong ... just because I ant here today' 
He paused, 'TSiree months after the incident, Omi's motiier came home. She told me 
lo reopen Ihe shop, fun had told her il teas Ins favourite place m Ihe world Mania 
was gone, so the siiop heh aged lo i.hm's mother none Ami she a-anled la give it to us 
lo keep the memory of Uer son alwc' 
'So did you agree?' 



'I a: I <iil I if. I couldn I meet her eye. T/(i : .''in'/; ... L"'/" letting Omi die, of im/ part in 
Mama's death, of celebrating A Ntjj^li'h ,/i.nifi. Bu/ -.-/if /iiitiii nothing of mil nightmares 
and i' .' r. 7 ■ i in, iiv :? (li'ip).,' mifprnu. The /m-n,v^ r;',-f. ,'c j s / * .■ j; ii.vm'V. '■ Vv /i,m' defaulted 
ri.MH!.; siipj'lu l";ijiJhvjlV>. Si I i_ i d f f j l- hrJi le i/ic rJii'i'. W; (.'mi':; mother he I Vim/d 

Olllll'. fill 1 . I'll/ d ill II ' f TC-iUlt illllllillUg ((! II'/lll lilt. OlWl'.- mother Willi led IIS Mil. 
//iLTi' IMS Odd/ ['Hi' :-:i.'.'(f(Wr.' ". VJliil'' 

' I Vt- sfjfii //it sft^i lulu ft™. IVt ;>i(( n plywood inif/ n'^'/if m //it middle, lull took Hit 
right -ode iinil continued lii'. ipcris shop. I took (/,■'.- iV/i iifii/ lii mill my foil ion into it 
student statioucni and textbook store. Hi* customers often came to my store ami vice 
cersa. 1 Vv offered studies mid sports at lire same place hul roe never, not oner, spoke. 
Not even when India readied the finals in the 2003 World Cup. Ish watches matches 
alone now, and never jumps at a six. ' 

'Old \/ou ever contact Vidua again.' And :oinil happened to All?' i rcidiscd I was 
asking more questions Hum off. ring support. But I had to buna. 
' flie\/ sent Vidya to tfomhait, to do n I'li course. 11ml was the one positiv: thing for 
Iter, 'ilia/ ii-antcil Iter iiioiiu from me. iiiedictd ..oilegc or nol. V Vidyit i/iil -.(el to flu 
out of Iter ray. the laid i list ructions to never -peak io me again. Heauii'er, tin- loves 
krciiiine rule- and did !r\/ lo LOtilact me u couple of times iron/ there. Hut tins time I 
never replied. I couldn t do it... i saw her broiiier everyday. All I mauled la do mas 
make as much money as possible and save itforAli.' 

'To bring In in up?' I said and took a sip from my cup. I Villi dors liosp.ital lea lusle like 
Dettds 

'All sta\/s in Ish' a house now, so lie mil! be brought up a'dl uir./ic.ii.i. I'm! ice need the 
mom:}! for Ids wrist operation. A lot of moueii.' Govind said. 

ihe nurse came lo tin room for the morning ilieekup. Gooiud reauestcd lie wauled lo 
use the toilet. The nurse agivcd and took off the drips and monitor cords attached to 
him. I mailed uu.\iouslii for ten minute:-, mi/ mind noeu with doubts about Ins 
stability, when he reiurned. 1 V/i,rf kind o! operation?' I asked. 

' Mi's Traisl is damaged. I'liai means his atolily io turn the bal at Hie right lime is 
geme. I saved Ins life, but mil one second of dehni cost him In* gift. I told won. that 
delay was the third mistake of my life.' 
' )'on did i/our best, u ion: a moment s delay.' I reassured. 

'Bui a conscious moment. I was selfish. I .ike I was wilii mi; ambitic-a :ohen I Toautcd 
to make Ihe mall, or wlien I ivas witii Vidua. I hc\i are rigid, you know. I am not a 
businessman, I am a selfish bastard.' he said ami paused before speaking again, 
'lie needs reconstructive surgery. I he Irc-ind gouged on! sour.: of I lie muscle from the 
wrist. .Sii de-ctors liave tii ait up it piece of muscle from tb.e thigh and atiaeii il to the 
wrist. Thou, they liave lo hope that il marks. It isn't a synthetic skin graft, but a 
muscle transfer, il vniw hup/icu- iibicud. Ami it costs a bomb.' 

'How muck?' 



'f'iiu'/ even talk .ir'vrif f jti ■ /ill/ /'I'lu. 1 . Wi feri'fi' .■."7Yi , i/ hor-pital i.'i l/ir (lK ill!:/ 
LJM far subsidies. The best deal lie has is from a hospital m UK., m/ifd; /iiis promised 
us on operation for five laklis. Of course, ish never to!d me all this. Tliat is /if/ 1 could 
it a! y from lilt: ilmi phfioood wall' 

'You liave the money?' 

'I:,h siroed f;iv i';iA/,'- ru //),.■ /';,':-/ f/nVi i/LYifi. / -.Milliter three. Last week I iccnt to 

butt until Ike money, I said lei's pool aur resources and get AH operated. I said ice 
untsl tiit neon .is it titka- ooite moiiih:- lo get an apt'-eintmcni til tltttl h-esr-ihil iin\iio:i\/. 
Ami lb', it lie....' Gooinil's voice choked again. 

Gicoind noddctl. ' ) mt knoto tohal lie did? I !e refused le- touch nni money and wore 
cricket gloves tohile handing lite envelope hnek It' me. In fuel, be offered mc. bis 
■:, i s /, tiii-.l ■■iiiii 1 be could - -ire me money if I needed il if stilish/ mo greed, lie said be 
didn't want t<* get Ait operate-! with ,r iiisbruesi mini's monci/.' 

G-e\-ind voice begiiit le- break: 'I am uol dislioiiesl. I m ■■elfish and lour uuitle mistake:-, 
but I'm Hi'! dishonest. And I don't only cure uhoul money. I nire about AH, too.' 
I sal nit bis bed jnil my ban, I nn Ins nrm. He pulled il away. 

' Aftet three veins of saving enen/ rupee i ee-iild. Isli mils nr./ ink'-eiir di~houest. I ain't 
lake il anyine-re. Dr Verma had given me pills as I ban trouble sleep! tie- at ins It I. i'linl 
day 1 fell T !'.'.■ iy not sleep nnee tind for all. A I.ii.ij'v f had calculated life nil wrong, il was 

time to quit the equation.' He smiled feebly. 

flu' de-dor came la Goviud's ward til 7 a.m. Tin ehemieais from the pills bad been 

flushed out ofGouind's system. 

'I'd like tlic I'titienl In ~lcep for sir hours.' lite doctor loid nie as be drc'c Hit: citrlaius. 
I left the room ami ioeiit out. Goviud's mother sat on n bench in the corridor. She 

looked up, worried. 

'lie is fine, just needs ~ome rest.' I sat next to her on the bench. 
'Such a brave hew i heal. ! Vbal h.npi>cueti tn liiia?' she sighed. 
'He thought he Tens Iviug hi a; v.' I said. I >ocs Ish know?' 

She looked tit me sideways. 'They don't talk.' 

'Can i/on tel: him who! hajipeiirti. He-n't force him le come to the hospital,' I said. 
Gi.roittd s mother ne-thled. I Ve left Ihi liosp-ihil lordlier, 'she had sat in an /into when I 
-poke again. 'By liie teat/, tin ■./en kneoo whieh college Vnhia goes to in Bombay?' 

'So man!/ oisiiors? This i, a hospital, not a clith,' ibe nurse griiniblet! a- she changed 

Gooiitd s hedsbcets in the evening. 

Govind s hospital room .ens bnsiiing icittt people. Apart from the nurse, there were 
Ish. Vidua. GoMiitl's mnllier and I. I Ve wailed tea A li '-'■leepi/hcad le wake up frntn his 
second nap of the dm/. .■[ lot of people had losl -iecp hcttiitsc of ins sleeping pills. 
Covind' s eyelashes flickered ami everyone movctl closer to the bed. 
'Ish? VidyaV Govind blinked. 



'Tlh'rc arc heller ways to alt met attention.' Vidya said. 'When did you come 7 ' 
Govind asked, quite forgetting the otters. 

7 left marketing class haifir-nu. I'idya said Hut flint doesn't meou I foi-gnoe yen 
toy not replying Iji j-jji-. ( >c for I'opping tli-.-e pii!-. I n: oer ivpp-cd uuylliiug even iohen 

I Tins nmsf scared, you knoio when.' 

' Your parents ft '/if \io:i no! r A ft' ikc ii. : ,',iiir. iM; ■■.oauled the same.' 

'So?' Vidya remaned her college bag from her shoulder and -placed it on the bed, 

'What did your heart want?' 

Ish stood silent, livking iff Gooind. Cooind's mother looked -hocked, prohnhlu 
dreading a firecracker of a diiugiilei-in-hiw like Vidya someday, 
7 am sum/, Ish. I didn't mean to hurl anve-ne. It... loved her,' Geroind said. 
Ish began / ■ ' walk onl of the room. Goviud's mother ivenl after inni end pulled In- 
arm. Slie placed Ish' s hand on Govind 's. 

'You don't have to listen to parent-, but I do think :/on -honld in friends u^uui.' 

Goviud's mother said. 

Ish remained silent. Govind ciusped l-h s Inuni. Cooiud.'- mother continued: 
'Life mill liaae many setbacks. People close to yon mill hurt you. 

But you don' t break it off. You don't hurt t'nem more. You try to heal it. It is a 
lesson not only you, hut our country needs to learn.' 

'Remember the kissing chimpiiu::ees'' Ccvind called after him. 

Ish stopped and looked hack at Goidnd. 

'Take the money for Ah. For on. it's no longer iml for the money. t<iil ti'IioI lite 
money is for. Gel All nil ri/jit. it ;.• important io me, too. 1 
Ish sniffed hard as be tried to resist tears. 
'Can yon forgrc-. me, three time- ooei 1 Geviini -,mi. 

Bath Govind' s and Ish' s eyes turned meist. 

Aunty, isn't it sirauge thai -lit the men in the teard or: truing iridic liic women 

are like, so, together?' Vidya said. 

Govind 1 5 mother looked liornhed. Confident women make terrible daughleis-in- 

I met Goi'ind. lite next morning, rigiit fore t left for tie. oirpi-rt. Govind was due 
for di -charge that evening. 

"Thanks,' lie said emotionally. 
'For what?' 

'For dropping by. t don't kuoio ho\o t :oiil ever repay you... ' Act nail v. there is a 
way' Gi'oind waited. 

'Your story, it needs to be shared.' 'Like a hook?' 
'Yes, exactly ,1 hook. My third honk. ! V,7i' you help me?' 
I don't know. I only like stories :rilii happy endings,' he said, 
'You have a pretty happy ending.' 



/ don't know yet about Ali. IV,' are going for lite operation, but Ihi: sum'." 
probability in ;(,)( hundred per cent. Fif tit-fifty is what ili-.y told us.' 
'Vow should ha;v faith I'roi'abiiitii (v.-. 1 left to books,' I said. 

He nodded. 

'So I'll go back and we'li be in liwd .wr email.' I said. ' Sore, ver ran renric ™ if. 
Hit! do not releas: the storu until we know about Ali. Ok? It tun./ mean i/our effort 
gofs to waste,' lie said. '! agree/ I said and we shook hands. 

I niel Vidua al the In sfital . ntrance a~ ! left, 'sue ions H'diriHg a green tehauga. 
probably Iter most cheerful ore--. to Id' Gociiid'* spirit',. She earned a bouquet, 

•Nice roses,' I said. 

'Law Garden has the best ones, t mi:-- \hmed.abi!il, ean't :oo.il for nni course to be 

I thought \/ou iecre a t'Ombau girl, tr-.ipped in the ■■mall eii\i or whatever.' 
'He told i/ou eoen/thiuy.? Like e.oenitliiug'" stie. looked shoeked. 'Pretty much.' 
'Oh well, Bombay is nice, but nni -son i-. my o:ou. I'ao bliais iostes niuclt better 111 

Ahmedabad.' 

I wanted to chat with her more, but had to /cure, fbey had let me into their world. 

but I couldn' t overstay. 



Epilogue II 



I at mil iiome aim; 'lib:/- . ■ "j j ^ingnp:'!: . ,\ I:/ .n,V u i jf rj;- j i ■ mi/ ,iVJi ii( midnight. 
'Gin li'iTT'r fftis -li'iy /iir iti'ii'? V.ti fijifff .'lijjf nfcf i/i'ii rail:!. He'll tell 1/0:1 if 

anything happens,' she said. 

'Yes, Im) tin::/ iiiv in London right now. Tin- operation is iitjlt, Ali'n doing piiusi;i 

exercises ei'er./dmi. I le eoidd /v iv.-tiiV for ii iwliwt test nmjtime.' 

'You timv h*e» sm/ni^ (/if snim- Oiuig iivr nui/ iTf) 1 ^miY J,i-f jj)i>r;llr. iVrirt' run lion 

I Iiiii ilolen and tlii'ii-ilil :ilvitt tliem. It inc. dim time in London. I Vi.niIJ I/il 1 Ji'id'o 
jijivi' /<i M fi/iif dii' cricket field for ii test /■■dip./i' I VVj.-tj -,eenid !ic,j-peii if lie fnees 
■i hid! after i-neli n long :cnp? Wilt the new wnst he too Jetiude to pL.ni sj>oits? 
Tiiiiiights continued In swirl as I drifted off to steep. 
The next morning t <cokc up eiirli/. ! Inul on bMSfrotn Goi'ind. 

finger! X. pis pray 1 " 

I went to ofiici the next xxiii/. \ \-inien is cigiit hour-- i-ehinii ^itiyflyon. innl i clicckcii 
m:/ p'fi'if: during in\i ■ i !■:>;■,■ nt 4 p.m. I luiit ue nie~^ige. I left office at S p.nt. I 

was in the taxi when my phone beeped. 

ish bowls Z all. 
straight 6...! 



